
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Practical Guide to Evil

David Verburg writing as ErraticErrata


Mango Media LLC



Copyright © David Verburg 2025 produced by Mango Media LLC

[image: Mango Media logo]


All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact the publisher at admin@mangomediapublishing.com.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book cover by Ha. Typesetting by Miblart.

Interior Illustrator: Zev Shields.

Proofreader: Kaleb "NorskDaedalus" England.



Dedication
[image: ]


To Julien for the critique, Phil for the support and Amélie for too many things to count.

Most of all to my parents, who taught me reading was something to be proud of.


Contents


Prologue
1. Knife
2. Invitation
3. Party
4. Name
5. Role
6. Aspect
7. Ride
8. Passage
9. Lock
10. Key
11. Story
12. Heading
13. Introduction
14. Claimant
15. Menace
16. Sucker Punch
17. Squire
18. Order
19. Villain
Epilogue
Thank You



Prologue
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In the beginning, there were only the Gods. Aeons untold passed as they drifted through the Void until they grew bored with nothingness. In their infinite wisdom, they brought into existence Creation, but with Creation came discord, for the Gods disagreed on the nature of things. Some believed their children must be guided; others believed they must be ruled.
So, we are told, were born Good and Evil.
Ages passed in argument until a wager was agreed upon. It would be mortals who settled it, for strife between the Gods would only result in the destruction of all. We know this wager as Fate, and thus Creation came to know war. Through the passing of the years, grooves appeared in the workings of Fate; patterns repeated until they came into existence easier than not, and those grooves came to be called Roles. The Gods gifted these Roles with Names, and with these came power. We are all born free, but for every man and woman comes a time when a choice must be made.
It is, we are told, the only choice that ever really matters.
—First page of The Book of All Things

The sun was setting on a field of corpses.

The Black Knight passed by a company of orcs raising a pyre, nodding back absently when they stopped piling logs to salute. His green eyes swept over the bloodied plains, taking in the devastation the Legions of Terror had wrought. Campfires were already burning in the distance, and by the sound of it, officers had cracked open the ale rations, a reward for victory. And though he would join them in time, he felt the need to stay here for a little longer—to stand amidst what a decade of planning had brought forth. Callow’s standing army had been all but annihilated today, over two-thirds slaughtered before they broke ranks. The Wizard of the West had fled, his power shattered only for Warlock’s curse to rot him from within. King Edward’s skull had been caved in by a war hammer, and the prince was mobbed by a company of goblins until one drew a red smile across his throat. The Kingdom of Callow’s strength had been crushed in the span of an afternoon, and the Black Knight would see to it that it never recovered.

“It’s getting dark out, Black,” a voice called from behind. “You should return to camp.”

It never ceased to surprise him how a woman the size of Captain could be so eerily quiet. Even decked out in full plate, the olive-skinned woman had been near noiseless in her approach. If not for the other senses his Name afforded him, he would never have felt her closing in. Turning to have a look at his friend, Black raised an eyebrow when he was presented with the sight of Scribe standing next to her. Her, he had not felt. It was unusual for Scribe to wander onto a battlefield, even one where the fighting was over.

“Soon,” he agreed. “Scribe, you have a report?”

The plain-faced woman took a scroll from the bandolier hanging across her shoulder and handed it to him without a word. Breaking the seal, Black unfurled the parchment and scanned the lines. A moment passed until the barest hint of a smile quirked his lips. Assassin had done it.

“That should keep the Principate occupied for the time being,” he murmured. “By the time the fighting dies down, we’ll have the western border secure.”

Handing the scroll back to Scribe, he returned his attention to the battlefield. At this rate, the soldiers assigned the thankless work of burning the bodies the greenskins—orcs and goblins—hadn’t eaten would have to work through the night. Black would have to see about arranging a rotation when he returned to camp if sufficiently sober soldiers could still be produced.

A tall silhouette striding their way caught his attention—the dark-skinned mage it belonged to deftly sidestepped a pair of orcs while carrying a log taller than a grown man.

“You could have told me we were having a get-together,” Warlock teased as soon as he was close enough to be heard. “I’d have brought a few bottles, though admittedly, the scenery’s a tad morbid for my tastes.”

Black rolled his eyes, though he caught Captain discreetly suppressing a smile. Scribe eyed Warlock with mild bemusement as if she still couldn’t believe the charmingly smiling man standing in front of them had been the one to rain down hellfire on the enemy mere hours ago. Not an unusual reaction. Sorcerers with that kind of power were rarely so jovial.

“Happenstance,” Black replied. “We’ll be heading back to camp soon enough.”

Warlock cast a look around, searching for the last member of their band and coming up empty.

“Ranger’s already gone?” he asked.

“As soon as the battle was won,” Captain replied.

Warlock grimaced. “I didn’t think she would actually…” he said, trailing off after a sideways look at Black’s face.

“What’s done is done,” the Black Knight cut through.

And that was the end of that.

The four stood in silence for a long moment, watching the night slowly crawl over the worn plain known as the Fields of Streges.

“Ten years,” Black finally said.

A prediction.

“Six for the earliest ones,” Scribe disagreed.

The years would tell which of them was right. With a last look at the battlefield, the Black Knight turned away and started for camp. Warlock slung a friendly arm over Captain’s shoulder, murmuring something that drew a smile from the much larger woman as Scribe methodically adjusted her bandolier before following. The Dread Empire of Praes may well have won the war today, but now another kind of danger loomed on the horizon. The Legions had made a lot of angry orphans through the afternoon’s bloody work, and in time that would mean one thing…

Heroes.


Chapter one
Knife
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How many Praesi does it take to change a lantern’s wick? A legion to conquer all the candlemakers, a High Lord to sell the wicks down south, and then we’re taxed for being in the dark.
—Popular Callowan joke, circa 863 A.D. (After the Declaration)

The punch landed right in my eye.

I cursed and took a few steps back, ignoring the smug smile on my opponent’s face as the crowd went wild. Shit. That’s a black eye, for sure. I’d need to shell out some of my winnings to get it fixed if I didn’t want to spend a few hours getting lectured by the matron again. And that was assuming I won; if I lost, I was going to be short on funds for a while. The boy started circling me, unhurried but intent, and I raised my fists. The bandages wrapped around my fingers were still flecked with blood from the few hits I’d landed earlier in the fight, but the large boy, Fenn, had shrugged those off too easily for comfort.

If this turned into an endurance match, I wasn’t going to win. He had at least twenty pounds on me, and he looked like he’d been carved out of a slab of solid muscle. I was faster than him, but he knew that—it was the reason he stayed on the defensive, letting me land hits in exchange for getting in one of his own. And his hurt me a lot more than mine hurt him.

“Come on, Foundling,” a woman in the back yelled. “Wreck the bastard!”

I spat a mouthful of blood to the side and surged forward. The longer this went on, the more the odds tilted his way. I added a little spring to my step to see if it’d make him flinch, but the big bastard was serene as a priest. It was a shame that groin shots were against Pit rules; feinting one of those would have gotten him moving for sure. I flicked a jab at his jaw, but Fenn let it pass, turning to get a little closer. Got you! I buried my fist in his stomach, drawing a strangled grasp as I danced back out of his reach.

Those in the crowd who’d put money on my victory cheered while from the rest came a cacophony of jeers. I let the sounds from the upper gallery wash over me. I’d been too aware of my surroundings when starting out in the Pit, and it had cost me some easy victories, but I’d learned from my mistakes.

“Saw your last fight, Foundling,” Fenn grunted as he tried to close the distance. “You sure you don’t wanna throw this one too?”

If that was his idea of trash talk, he was swinging at a scarecrow. I feigned a jab to his ribs to keep him on his feet and circled to get a better angle. I had thrown my last fight, as it happened. I’d had a strong streak of victories going, but the cut Booker offered was too good to turn down when I needed coin so badly. It’d been either that or going into the fights with blades, which paid more but also ran the risk of costing you an eye or a limb—if not your life. I had no intention of getting myself killed on the dirt floor of some warehouse’s basement. Besides, after taking a dive to a no-name newcomer, the balance of bets had swung the other way. I was going to make a killing betting on myself if I beat Fenn today. Enough that my nest egg would suffice to pay for a semester of tuition at the War College, even after Booker got her cut and another tenth was set aside to keep the city guard looking the other way.

“You afraid of a girl half your size, Fenn?” I smiled, pushing a sweat-drenched lock of hair out of my field of vision. “You should slip the healers a few coppers so they can fix up your manhood.”

Now, that got a reaction. The stocky boy gritted his teeth. It was funny; most of the fighters who tried to bait me were so easy to bait themselves. He wasn’t stupid enough to up and charge me; he wouldn’t have the reputation he did if he lost his head that easily, but he went on the offensive the moment I gave him an opening. I guess it didn’t matter how predictable you were when you hit like a horse’s kick. It looked like my barb had gotten a fire going in Fenn, because when he swung at me, it was the fastest he’d been so far. I barely managed to slap away his fist at the last moment, and he still grazed my jaw.

If that had landed, I’d be out cold on the ground. I got in close enough that I could smell the sweat and threw a haymaker, but it didn’t even faze him. Not enough force behind it. He took the hit and tried to wrestle me down, much to my panic. Getting into a grapple with a boy that size would be… bad. Shit, shit, shit. I landed a desperate uppercut right in his chin and felt a few teeth come loose, which bought me a moment. That moment was all I needed: I got in a kick in his gut, and he folded. That was my in.

I’d done this before and it would be brutal, but Weeping Heavens, I was not going to lose. I rammed my knee into his gut again, and Fenn dropped to his knees. Another kick sent him sprawling to the ground, and now the fight was as good as won. I stomped down on his ankle, and it broke with a sickening crack. Fenn let out a hoarse scream, and I felt a twinge of guilt, but mercy was the kind of thing the Pit beat out of you. I was about to cave in a few ribs with another stomp when he raised his hand and panted out his surrender. For a moment, all I heard was the sound of blood pounding in my ears, but it passed, and the numbness turned into the clamor of the masses going wild.

I wiped the blood dripping off the corner of my mouth with the bandages around my hand and made my way out of the earthen pit where I’d just broken a man’s bones for gold. Well, gold in a manner of speaking. They usually paid me in imperial silver, denarii, which somehow made the whole thing feel even more wretched. The fatigue settling into my bones left me disinclined to mingle with the gamblers who’d struck good betting on me, though I forced a smile anyway. It never paid to make enemies here.

A tall orc pushed his way through the crowd to slap me on the back as he shouted out praise, the double row of pristine fangs inside his mouth turning what was supposed to be a grin into a fearsome display. It was rare to see orcs at fights like these. The only greenskins in Laure were part of the Legion garrison, and they tended to steer clear of the illegal stuff. Besides, even two decades after the Conquest, legionaries were far from popular in parts of the city. The kind of people that the Pit attracted were the kind who wouldn’t think twice about slipping a knife into a Praesi soldier’s back in a dark alley.

Good luck with that, I thought as I extricated myself from the greenskin’s enthusiastic congratulations. Orcs were taller and more broadly built than humans, and their thick, greenish skin made them hard to take down. Anybody stupid enough to tangle with three hundred pounds of trained killer without good reason deserved whatever was coming to them.

Booker was set up in the back of the warehouse at her usual table. There were no windows in the Pit—only a handful of oil lamps hanging from the ceiling that cast more shadows than light over the corner of the place Booker had claimed. People gave her a wide berth, in part because she had a thoroughly nasty reputation and in part because of the pair of grim-looking bodyguards standing behind her. I’d thought Booker was a Name when I’d first heard it, but it was just an affectation. She couldn’t even do magic, as far as I knew. Her only power was having a large number of thugs on payroll, which in her line of business was admittedly more useful than fireballs. She smiled when she saw me coming, light catching on a handful of gold teeth.

“Good show today, Foundling,” she said. “Way to make the old country proud.”

I snorted at that. Booker’s skin and hair were as dark as mine, as we both had Tiraithe blood running through our veins. Still, I was an orphan of the city, and she was just as Laure born and raised as me. Neither of us had ever set foot in the northern duchy of Tirglas or spoke the Old Tongue for that matter—not that I was complaining about the misplaced sense of kinship. Sixteen-year-old girls like me didn’t usually get to fight in the Pit, even in the youth matches like mine. I’d gotten my foot in a year ago by playing on the Tiraithe reputation of being solid in a fight.

“I try,” I grunted. “You got my winnings?”

Booker chuckled and slid the denarii across the table. I counted them; the one time I’d made the mistake not to, she’d short-changed me without batting an eye. I frowned when I realized there were only twenty-one.

“We’re missing four,” I told her flatly. “I’m not going to fall for that twice, Booker.”

Her bodyguards pushed off the wall and started looming in response to the hostility in my tone, but the tanned woman raised a hand to call them off.

“Kojo upped the prices again,” she explained. “Everybody’s cut is smaller, even mine.”

While I didn’t believe for a moment that Booker’s profits had seen any change, I had no problem at all believing that Governor Kojo had decided to squeeze a little more gold out of the Pit. The imperial governor of Laure had begun his third term of service by announcing that all the temporary taxes of his last terms were now permanent, and there wasn’t a single pie in the city that he wasn’t greedily shoving his fingers into.

I nodded, disgruntled, and slipped the silvers into the leather bag where I kept my change of clothes.

“Zacharis is in the back if you want to get your eye fixed,” Booker said. “You know the drill.”

She’d stopped paying attention to me before she even finished the sentence, not that I was going to complain. Booker wasn’t exactly the kind of company I cared to keep, not that I kept much to start with.

I slipped past the bodyguards without bothering to glance at them, heading through the threshold into the dingy little back room where the Pit’s sole mage plied his trade. Zacharis was a man in his late twenties, his skin pale and flushed. The half-empty bottle of wine next to the armchair where he was snoring was the reason the man was part of an illegal fighting ring instead of the more respectable Hedges’ Guild. He was a drunk, and in exchange for the better part of the money he made fixing up fighters, Booker let him go through as many bottles as he wanted. He reeked of wine even worse than I’d expected—it must have been the cheapest of swills. At least there’s no vomit stench this time, I thought to myself. Zacharis blearily opened his eyes, running a fat red tongue against his lips.

“Catherine?” he croaked out. “I thought your fight was tomorrow.”

I resented the fact that he insisted on calling me by my first name instead of Foundling, but not enough to make a scene. I could have gone to Alban Cathedral or one of the smaller vestries for healing—and gotten it for free, too—if I had the stomach to wait through the lines. But the priests there had the unfortunate tendency to ask questions about where you got your injuries, and if you came regularly they’d look into you. It was better to suffer through a few moments of the drunk’s company and his sloppy healing than have a sister show up at the orphanage to tell the matron I was getting into fights again.

“Tomorrow’s now,” I told him with a sigh. “Are you sober enough to cast?”

He muttered a reply I couldn’t quite hear and rolled up his sleeves, which I took as agreement. His eyes flicked to the bottle, but when he risked a glance at me, whatever he saw on my face was enough to convince him to set the idea aside. He gestured for me to sit on a wooden stool and pushed himself up. From the way he grimaced as he moved, he must have had the stirrings of a horrible headache pounding at the gate.

“So, why is it that priests heal better than mages, anyway?” I asked, trying to force him to focus on the here and now.

The look he shot me was fairly condescending. Zacharis uttered a few strange syllables, and his hand wreathed itself in yellow light. He hovered it an inch above my black eye, letting the spell sink in. It tickled, but the sensation was distant, as if there were cloth over my skin.

“Priests cheat, Catherine,” he informed me. “They just pray to the Gods Above, and power goes through them, fixing whatever’s broke. No real cleverness is needed. But mages have to understand what they’re doing—throw magic around someone’s body without a plan, and healing’s the last thing you’ll get.”

That was… not as reassuring as I’d thought it would be. Trusting that Zacharis knew what he was doing became something of an uphill battle after spending time with the man. If he were a complete screw-up, Booker wouldn’t keep him around, I reminded myself. Gods knew he had to cost her a fortune in liquor, however cheap the swill he drank might be.

“There,” he said after a moment, taking away his hand. “As pretty as I can make it. Don’t get punched again for a few days; the healed flesh is more fragile than usual.”

I nodded my thanks, picking out seven coppers from my bag and dropping them into his open palm. He hesitated, then fished out a pair and handed them back to me. I shot him a surprised look.

“You’re getting close to seventeen, right?” Zacharis said. “Can’t have much more than a few months left before the orphanage puts you out. Keep those; every coin will count when you’re on your own.”

That was oddly touching, coming from a man I could barely stomach on the best of days.

“Thanks,” I muttered, abashed at the sudden generosity.

The mage smiled bitterly. “Go home, Catherine. Pick up a trade instead of getting mixed up in messes like this. There’s a reason they call it the Pit, you know.”

He reached for the bottle and popped the cork, taking a swig as he turned his back to me. I fled the room and then the warehouse; the less time I spent here, the better. Besides, we were getting close to the Evening Bell, and I had a real job to get to.

Most of the largest cities in Callow had been built around the deep waters of the Silver Lake, and Laure was no exception. The old capital had been the largest and the wealthiest of the kingdom’s cities before the Conquest, and in a way, it still was. It was just, I figured, that the wealth didn’t end up in the same places it used to. Mostly it went into Governor Kojo’s pockets, and that open secret was never quite as open as when you were taking a stroll through the Lakeside Quarter. If you believed the greyhairs, the docks and warehouses here had once been so busy they were like a second city.

There’s precious little of that left, I thought, hurrying through narrow streets full of boarded-up inns and abandoned warehouses. The better docks, the stone ones, had been kept in good shape so the trade from the northern baronies and the Tirglas ships that carried copper and lead could keep coming through and racking up taxes, but the rest? Aside from a narrow strip, the Lakeside Quarter was rotting away. It was why someone like Booker could set up shop there and run her fights in warehouses and why her thugs were as good as the law in some parts. What point was there in going to the city guard when most of the time, they were just as bad?

That wasn’t my trouble, though, not yet. One day, when all the plans I’d made came to pass, it would be, but for now, I made my way past filthy alehouses and trash-strewn streets to get to my job. Sundown was approaching, which would be a mercy. The streets looked worse by daylight, with no darkness to hide the dirt and misery. I sometimes wondered if the old folk were prattling on about a golden age that never existed. It wasn’t the Praesi who’d built the streets of Lakeside all tight and cramped, unlike the wide paved avenues of Whitestone where all the old nobles still lived.

Had the old kings of Callow up in their palace, the House of Fairfax, ever really given a shit about anyone down here? Part of me doubted it. Still, I did have a feeling it was worse than it used to be. The guilds might have been raking in gold since they’d fallen into Kojo’s pocket, but everybody else was feeling the pinch of those taxes.

Nowadays, some of the warehouses in Lakeside were filled not only by thugs but also by people who’d had their homes and shops seized because they couldn’t pay on time; they were refugees in their own city. If Kojo keeps strangling trade, the whole city might end up scrabbling in the dirt down here, I thought as I tiptoed around a small pool of mud. My boots were old enough as it was; they might not survive another cleaning in one piece.

Besides, Harrion wouldn’t let me barmaid if I was going to get mud all over his floor. He already disapproved of my fighting in the Pit. Not that he’d ever said anything; he just had a way of sending me home early whenever I showed up with bruises that were too obvious. Hopefully, I’d have time to rinse off in the back before he could see the blood still on my lip. The end of the month was never busy at the Rat’s Nest, so he might be napping upstairs instead of keeping an eye on the common room… which means I might have Leyran as my only company for tonight. I grimaced.

Harrion’s son was a few years older than me, and he was convinced he was the most charming man since the prince, but he was a bit of a layabout. And he had a way of spending more time talking with the patrons than actually getting them their drinks—especially whenever an attractive woman ended up at the Nest by some minor miracle. He was harmless, as far as idiots went, but if he ended up inheriting the tavern, he’d run it into the ground.

I took a shortcut through Tanner Tom’s backyard to shave a bit off my walk, mostly so the sweat I was drenched in didn’t have as much time to settle.

I didn’t have a key to the back door, but it was unlocked. I wiped my boots on an already-dirty rug that I was pretty sure had been stolen from a merchant down by the harbor, dropped my bag on the floor, and headed for the bowl of water by the table in the corner. The background noise filtering in from the door to the common room made it clear there were already a handful of patrons, though the song the minstrel was playing was even louder. I winced when she belted out a particularly off-key couplet, as I picked up the rag inside the bowl then wiped my face clean. I used the polished copper plate hung up on the wall to make sure there was no blood showing on my face, cursing under my breath when I realized that the blood clot on my lip wasn’t going anywhere.

The dark-skinned girl looking back at me from the copper plate’s surface looked like she’d had a rough day. I’d never been what you would call pretty—my chin too strong, cheekbones too angular—but the way my hair was sticking to the top of my head had me looking like a drenched urchin. A few strands of hair had come loose from the ponytail I kept them in, so I shook out the wooden clip that kept it together and shoved it in my pocket. The water made the rag cool and pleasant enough that I rubbed it along my neck and collarbones just for the refreshing feeling. The woolen shirt I’d worn in the Pit was flecked with blood, so I shook it off and shoved it back in the bag, slipping on my only good clothes.

The dyed cotton blouse was a pleasant blue with the bronze shield of the Laure House for Tragically Orphaned Girls sewn over the heart—not that anyone actually called Mire House by the outlandish name the Praesi had seen fit to give it. I’d have to be careful not to spill any beer on it; laundry day at the orphanage wasn’t for a while, and the matron checked our clothes every morning. Nudging my bag into the corner, I pushed the door open and entered the Rat’s Nest proper.

The tavern’s common room was just as pretty as its name implied. Inside were rickety wooden walls salvaged from wrecked ships and a creaky floor that turned into a sticky mess wherever drinks got spilled. There was a squat firepit circled by stones in the center and surrounded by a ring of tables where half a dozen patrons sat chatting over drinks. I only saw two humans. Three orcs still in legionary armor were sharing a table with a yellow-eyed goblin sporting officer’s stripes on her shoulders. Or at least I thought it was a her; it was hard to tell under the wrinkled green skin. The sight of the three big orcs standing at least three feet taller than the scrawny goblin and hanging on to her every word drew a small smile out of me, but my attention shifted as soon as our minstrel began a new song.

“Boot goes up, and boot goes down:
There goes their Callow crown.
And no matter how high the walls,
We’re all gonna make them fall—”

There was a small cheer from the table full of soldiers. It seemed Ellerna had decided to pander to her audience tonight. “The Legionary Song” wasn’t exactly a popular ditty in Callow, what with the way it referred so heavily to the Conquest.

There was no sign of Harrion anywhere, but Leyran was lounging at one of the corner tables, smirking at Ellerna and brushing back his fair hair whenever she glanced in his direction. Ugh. He’d been trying to talk her into one of the upstairs beds since Harrion first hired her, and while she’d been lukewarm at the prospect at first, these days, she seemed inclined to give in. Less because she’d been charmed than to solidify her place at the Nest, reading between the lines. Bad call, Ellerna. He’s not looking to marry, no matter what his father wants.

The man in question noticed I’d come in a moment after and gestured for me to come closer. I crossed the room, throwing a smile at the pair of women I passed by on my way through. Leyran offered me the closest thing to a roguish smile he could manage, passing a hand through his hair as I claimed the seat across from him.

“Catherine,” he greeted me. “Punctual as always.”

How you manage to come in late for work when you live in the same building is beyond me, I refrained from saying.

“Leyran,” I replied instead. “My apron’s still under the counter?”

He shrugged. “Right next to the cudgel. Father wants to talk to you first, though. He’s in his room upstairs.”

Huh. I grunted in acknowledgment and pushed myself up. It was still a few days early for Harrion to need my help with the accounts, so it shouldn’t be that. It might just be that he needed me to work some sums for him. Half the reason I’d been hired at the Nest was that I knew my numbers and letters—one of the benefits of being raised in an imperial orphanage.

The stairs creaked under my feet and led me right to the corridor where four doors stood closed: two for the family, two up for renting. Harrion’s was where he kept all his papers, so I’d been in there before. Rapping my knuckles against the door, I waited for a moment before pushing it open. A pair of candles were the only source of light in the cramped room: A bed and dresser were wedged in the left corner with the bare skeleton of a wooden desk facing them. Harrion himself was seated on a stool at the desk, and the old man gestured for me to come in without turning.

“Catherine,” he called out. “Good, I need you to read something for me.”

The owner of the Rat’s Nest was a skinny man with a balding crown of hair. He was dressed in plain brown wool, and he was looking at a piece of parchment I couldn’t quite make out, glaring at the letters like they’d personally offended him. I’m not sure he’d have been able to make them out even if he could read; his eyes weren’t what they used to be, and he’d always balked at the cost of getting a pair of spectacles made.

Used to Harrion’s gruff manners by now, I leaned over his shoulder and took a closer look. It was an official document; there was a golden wax seal on it that bore Laure’s coat of arms: three bells around a tower. I skimmed the first few lines, since they were ceremonial claptrap, and got to the meat of the matter: The governor’s court was sending official notice that by the end of next month, all establishments serving liquor would need to be signed on with the proper guild or face additional taxes.

“They want to fold you into the Brewers’ Guild,” I said. “Otherwise, you get another tax hike, but they don’t say how large.”

“Fucking Kojo,” Harrion cursed. His cheeks flushed red. “Fucking Praesi and fucking Empire,” he added after a moment.

I’d heard a lot worse—and more inventive—serving drinks downstairs, so the language hardly fazed me. I could see where he was coming from too. I’d been told the guilds were a boon when the Old Kingdom still stood, but since Laure had gotten an imperial governor, they’d become little more than a polite protection racket. They collected membership fees every month and required a certain amount of product to be delivered at the guildhall to “test quality.” In exchange, they were supposed to protect the interests of their members and regulate the trade. But the governor had flipped the situation around by buying out the guildmasters—making them just another finger in the imperial hand choking out Laure.

“The tax might end up less costly than a membership,” I said after a moment, at a loss for what else to say.

Harrion let out a derisive snort. “They’re greedy, not fools,” he replied. “The taxes are going to be savage, girl; you can count on it.”

I threaded my fingers through my hair, letting out a sigh. “You won’t be able to afford to keep me on, will you?”

The balding man had the grace to look embarrassed. “Maybe on the busy nights, but not as often as now,” he admitted.

I would have liked to blame him, but it wouldn’t have been right. It wasn’t his fault, was it? He wasn’t any happier about the situation than I was, and it wasn’t like there was anyone to appeal to. Not even the governor-general of Callow could remove governors. That power belonged only to the Dread Empress, and I doubted that Malicia cared about her buddy Kojo being a robber lord all the way out west. As long as the tributes came on time, why should she? It’s not fair, but you don’t get fair when you lose wars.

I felt my fist clench but forced it to loosen after a moment. Things like this were exactly why I needed to go to the War College. If I became a general in the Legions, if I rose to head the one garrisoning Laure, I’d be able to fix this and send fuckers like Kojo to the gallows instead of watching them throw banquet after banquet in the Old Palace. And from there, once I had power…

No. Now was not the time to get lost in that. Even the slightest taste of authority was still years away from me.

“Can I at least stay until the end of the month?” I asked.

Harrion nodded tiredly. “I’ll try to figure something out, Catherine,” he said. “I know you’ve been saving up for something.”

I forced a smile, but we were both aware the words were an empty gesture. I’d been running the Nest’s numbers for a year now, and there was only so much coin flowing through the place.

I went back down the stairs, trying to figure a way out of this mess. I still needed enough money to get me all the way to Ater, where the War College was, and I’d thought the Nest was my way there. Worse was that I needed the coin in a hurry. Traveling all the way to Praes’s capital might very well take months, so if I wanted to make it there in time for spring enrollment, I would need to leave in early autumn. And that wasn’t long from now at all, as we were already a month into summer.

I might be able to scrape enough together if I started fighting in the Pits with blades, but even though I’d been learning the sword under Old Liam Henley for two years now, it was still a risk. He said I was good, better than most my age, and the man had been Royal Guard back in the day, so he’d know. But there was no such thing as a sure thing with steel in hand, and the more I won, the harder it would get to make good betting on myself. Booker had implied once or twice that she’d be willing to take me on as an enforcer, but that was another sort of risk entirely.

I’ll sleep on it, I decided, putting on my apron. I still had a job for now, and I wasn’t one to shirk honest work when I could get it.

On calm nights like this one, I spent as much time cleaning as I did actually getting patrons their drinks. The larder had remained more or less in order since the last time I’d arranged it, though, and none of the beer barrels were leaking. I found myself idly passing a rag on the counter for at least a quarter bell before something caught my interest. There were a handful of regulars I was on friendly terms with, but my clear favorite among them was Sergeant Ebele, so I couldn’t help but smile when she came in. She was tall, taller than most orcs even, and like most Sanke, her skin was even darker than mine.

During the hotter parts of summer, I could almost pass as very tanned, but her wrinkled skin was black as charcoal in that way only the northern Praesi could be. There was a little scar by the side of the old woman’s mouth that kept her lips in a perpetual half-smile, which turned into a broad grin when she saw me. I’d already filled her tankard by the time she’d claimed a table, and I wasted no time bringing it to her.

“You, my sweet,” Ebele said after taking a long pull from her beer, “are a true delight. This place would go to the dogs without you.”

A shadow passed on my face at the thought that it would soon be the case, but I pushed through. “Just finished your watch, then?” I asked eagerly.

The sergeant had a friendly disposition that I rather liked, but what I enjoyed the most about her was that after a few drinks, she took little prodding to start telling stories about her service with the Legions. She was a veteran of the Conquest, one who’d been on the front lines at the Fields of Streges and the Siege of Summerholm—as well as the latter part of the quick but brutal civil war inside the Empire that had preceded its invasion of Callow. She talked about that part less, though. I got the impression it had been a pretty rough affair. And if someone who was at the Fields thought of something as rough, I was inclined to take their word for it.

“Oh yes,” Ebele muttered. “Hence why I’m here drinking away my sorrows. If I hear Goren snicker one more time, I’ll have to strangle the idiot. Be a dear and get me a pitcher, will you? I don’t intend to be able to walk out of here on my own.”

I snorted and disappeared into the larder, filling a clay pitcher to the brim at the tap. One of the few things that set the Rat’s Nest apart from all the other hole-in-the-ground taverns was that Harrion didn’t water down the beer. It tasted like dead vermin, sure, but at least it didn’t taste like dead vermin marinated in water. Half of Ebele’s tankard was already gone by the time I returned, which boded well for getting stories out of her, but hopefully, she wouldn’t keep going at this pace, because her beautiful sing-song accent got harder to decipher when she slurred her words.

“Come sit with me, lovely Catherine.” The sergeant grinned when I set the pitcher down. “This place is as dead as can be.”

A quick glance around confirmed as much. Besides the patrons who’d already been there when I came in—and who were already topped off—there was no one else. Including, I noted wearily, Leyran and Ellerna. I tried not to think too much about that.

“It’s still pretty early,” I agreed.

The Nest would get busier the closer we got to Midnight Bell, but that wouldn’t be for a while.

Ebele suddenly leaned forward, taking a closer look at my face. “You were mage-touched, and recently at that,” she observed, tone surprised.

I blinked. Had Zacharis messed up his spell? There shouldn’t be any visible marks.

“I got into a fight,” I admitted. “How can you tell?”

The dark-haired sergeant’s smile turned rueful. “When you see enough mage-healing, you learn to pick up on the signs. Whoever did yours was a little rough around the edges, but it’s good work.”

Huh. Point for Zacharis, I supposed. If he could cast that well hungover, he must have been a fairly good mage when sober… if he was ever sober.

Ebele paused, appearing to consider her next words, and I prepared to swallow a sigh. People really needed to stop telling me not to get into fights—now more than ever, considering I wasn’t going to be making much of anything from the Rat’s Nest.

“Did you win?” the old woman asked.

I grinned. “Beat his ass into the ground.”

“Good girl.” Ebele chuckled approvingly. “You should consider the Legions if you want to get into real scraps.”

“I’m saving up for the College,” I said. “Hoping to make it there by next summer.”

The sergeant’s hairless brow rose. “The War College? Ambitious of you to choose the officer track over the training camps, though I suppose it’s become less expensive since Lord Black pushed through his reforms.”

I’d been born well after them, as they preceded the Conquest, so I only had a vague sense of what she was talking about. I’d never gotten any real details out of someone about what those reforms actually entailed, though everyone agreed that they’d radically changed the Legions of Terror.

The name she’d dropped caught my attention, though. Well, the Name if you wanted to be accurate. Black Knight: the man who’d led the Calamities in the destruction of the Kingdom of Callow. I knew he was still alive, serving as governor-general of Callow from a town he’d built well south of Laure, but the existence of individuals with Names had never felt quite real to me. It didn’t help he hadn’t come to Laure in at least a decade, but there was more to it than that. Heroes and their darker counterparts were the kinds of people who lived in legends, not in my grubby reality of Pit fights and serving drinks.

“You ever meet any of them?” I asked. “The Calamities, I mean.”

Ebele’s half-smile twitched.

“In person? Only the one,” she said. “Before the Conquest, I was part of the Second Legion’s vanguard when we moved to finally kick in High Lord Duma’s door.”

The sergeant took a long pull from her tankard.

“My company ran into some of the Mirembe household troops during our push to his demesne—nasty fuckers with mages and monsters behind a dug-in position. We would have easily wasted three hundred men to crack that nut, and we couldn’t just leave them sitting on top of our supply lines when there was a siege coming.”

I leaned forward. Which one of them had it been? Probably not the Black Knight, or she would have mentioned it earlier, and since the Captain was famously never far behind him, she was probably out too. I doubted the Assassin would have stopped for a chat, but maybe the Ranger? I hoped it had been the Ranger. I’d always liked the stories about her best.

“So, we’re starting to dig in while they hammer at us with spells,” Ebele continued. “Waiting for reinforcements to come—then, out of nowhere, this man strolls up to us. Claps our captain on the back and tells her to get the company ready because they’ll be marching again soon.”

A man? That meant…

“So, the captain asks him who in the Gods Below he thinks he is, and he gives her this shit-eating grin. ‘Call me Warlock. That scheming bastard sent me to clear you a way,’ and off he goes.”

Warlock. They called him the “Sovereign of the Red Skies,” whatever that was supposed to mean. Praesi liked to tack on fancy titles to everything; it was like a cultural compulsion that came with the centuries of unrepentant worship of the Gods Below. Ebele’s tone suddenly turned serious, the mirth in her eyes snuffed out and replaced by old awe and the tiniest smidgen of fear.

“We never got close enough to see exactly what he did,” she said. “But not even half a bell after he disappeared, the whole enemy garrison was surrounded by a curtain of red flame. When we marched through later that afternoon, the whole place was intact. Not a stone or tent out of place. But all the armor was empty like the people had just… disappeared. There wasn’t a living thing for a mile. Plants, insects, animals—all gone. They tell me nothing’s grown there since either.”

I felt a shiver go up my spine. It was one thing for a mage to make fire; it was one of the easiest spells to manage—but what she’d described? That was a different kind of magic. I guess you don’t get a Name like Warlock by learning the nice sort of spells.

“I’ll say this about the Legions, sweet girl,” the sergeant mused. “The constant drills are a bitch, but at least you know that whenever you step on a battlefield, all the scariest fuckers are on your side.”

I nodded slowly, but before I could say anything more, a group of patrons walked in. I gave Ebele an apologetic shrug and got back to work. In a way, I was relieved, since leaving made it easier to keep my thoughts off my face. I liked hearing stories of the Calamities: those legendary villains who’d conquered all of Callow. But I hated it too, not because the Old Kingdom had lost; it was hard to muster real bitterness about a fight that’d ended before you were even born. It was because if I ever wanted to pry the imperial boot off my people’s neck I’d have to make a deal with the Calamities, and why should legends bargain with some nobody orphan?

I’d need to make it worth their while, or at least become trouble enough to destroy that it was easier to throw me a bone. And the first step to that was power, power within the Empire’s own ranks. And there lay the trouble, for power was like coin: To get into your hands, it had to leave someone else’s. Someone was going to have fall for me to rise.

The walk back to the orphanage after my shift was always the worst part of working at the Nest.

I knew there were risks to bartending in the bad part of Laure, but it wasn’t like taverns Marketside were lining up to hire sixteen-year-old orphans. I tried my luck more than once and had been shown the door just as many times before deciding that the Rat’s Nest was my golden chance. Besides, eavesdropping on drunken veterans reminiscing was more interesting than doing the same with pretentious guild members. Sure, occasionally, a patron got grabby, but that was why we had a cudgel under the counter. They rarely needed to be told to lay off twice, and those who did went home with a few broken fingers for their trouble. The matron back at Mire House was deeply offended I’d do anything as uncouth as serving drinks to ruffians, but I only had to suffer her lectures for another few months before I was free.

I was perfectly willing to spend half a bell—and sometimes, she really did go on for that solid two hours—in the old woman’s office getting upbraided for “consorting with unsavory elements” if it meant I’d have enough to cover my way forward by the time I was seventeen. Not that I’d told her that was what I was saving for. If her feathers were ruffled by my serving drinks at Lakeside, she’d have a fit upon learning I wanted to enroll in the officer’s school for the Legions of Terror.

It wasn’t too far past Midnight Bell when I finally headed out, and making my way back to the house after dark wasn’t as dangerous as one would think, anyway. The city guard were hopelessly corrupt and in the governor’s pocket to boot, but they were well aware that if they failed to keep order in the city the Legions would step in.

Funnily enough, there were a lot of people who wanted that to happen. The Legions were a little heavy on the hangings, but when Laure had been under martial law, everything ran smoothly. Still, as long as Kojo remained in bed with the guilds and kept the guards on his payroll, there was nothing anyone could do about any of it. Rioting would just mean a lot of spiked heads over the city gates when the legionaries got done clearing the crowd. The Dread Empire of Praes would brook no dissent, much less the open kind.

That said, it was with good reason that Lakeside was known as a rough part of town, and I had no intention of lingering in the dark streets. I wished I had a knife on me, but the only time I’d tried that, the matron had confiscated it when one of the girls in my dormitory ratted me out. Having little time to play the sort of games that would make me fit in, I’d never been popular with the others, and they weren’t above getting back at me in petty ways when they could.

I was about halfway back to the orphanage when a shriek followed by the sound of struggling drew me out of my thoughts. It was coming from a side alley, one of the myriad dead ends that filled this part of town.

I peeked around the corner and felt my blood rise when I saw the silhouette of a guard pushing a girl down. Her blouse was already ripped open, but she seemed more intent on begging the man to leave her alone than fighting back. Shit. This was the kind of thing a reasonable girl would walk away from, ugly as that reality was.

Why couldn’t I have been born a reasonable girl?

I had no intention of scrapping with a man in chain mail at least a foot taller than me, but I might be able to get the other girl and run if I played this right. Unlike the guard, I didn’t carry a weapon, but if I hit him hard and fast, I might knock him out before it ever turned into a struggle. Reckless, maybe, but what was I supposed to do, just cover my ears and go on my merry way?

I stepped into the alley as silently as I could, catching sight of a wooden basket full of rotting cabbages as I did.

My fingers closed around the handle, and I crept the remaining distance separating me from the guard, swinging the basket into the back of his head. It broke with a satisfying crunch, putting him down as the girl he’d been pushing himself onto let out a fresh new shriek of terror. I kicked the guard in the chin to make sure he wouldn’t get back up. The girl in the ripped-up blouse had been backing up, as scared of me as she was of her tormentor, but then I saw in her eyes the realization that I’d come to help. With trembling arms, she pushed herself up, then suddenly froze and pointed at me.

“I’m here to help.” I tried to soothe her. “Come on; we need to leave before—”

I never got to finish the sentence, as a vicious hit to the temple sent me tumbling to the ground. The world spun as I realized she’d been pointing behind me, and I tried to push myself up only to come face-to-face with a bared blade. I looked up into the eyes of a second guard, this one wearing sergeant stripes on his shoulders. His face was grim as he kept the tip of his short sword less than an inch away from my throat.

“Joseph,” he calmly said, “are you all right?”

The man I’d hit with the crate rolled over with a groan, getting back on his feet gingerly. “The bitch did a number on me,” he spat. “That’s going to leave a mark for sure.”

“Be glad she wasn’t carrying a knife, you idiot,” the other retorted.

“He was trying to rape the girl,” I wheezed. “Why the Hells am I the one getting hit?”

A flash of disgust passed through the sergeant’s face, but he refused to meet my eyes. “You said you’d stop doing shit like this,” he said, ignoring me in favor of staring down his colleague. “You promised, Joseph.”

Joseph waved him off.

“No one would have cared if she hadn’t run into me, Allen,” he replied. “We can just break a few fingers to teach them manners and go home. Our patrol is almost done.”

The sergeant—Allen, apparently—sighed.

“Look at her blouse, Joseph. That’s the heraldry for an imperial orphanage sewed up over her chest. She shows up home with broken fingers, and people are going to ask questions,” he said.

The would-be rapist’s eyes widened in fear.

“Fuck,” he cursed again. “What do we do? I can’t go to jail; who’s going to feed my kids? Bessie doesn’t even have a job.”

I snuck a glance toward the girl. She was huddling in a corner, shaking like a leaf and trying to hold her ripped clothes together.

“Just let us go,” she still tried, voice thick with tears. “Please, we won’t say anything. Her either.”

But just like me, deep down, she had to know that wouldn’t work.

“We’ll have to kill them,” the sergeant said flatly. “No blades. That would lead to too many questions. We came across their corpses during patrol, no witnesses and no suspects.”

And the Hells with that.

I moved fast, hitting the hand that held the sword as I tried to hoist myself back up to my feet. It loosened his grip, but he rammed the cross guard into my shoulder. I was already halfway up by then, so it staggered me back a step, screwing up my footing. I heard the other girl making a run for it, but she didn’t get far: I heard a hard thump, then a moan of pain. She fell.

I tried to push down the panic welling up in my chest, but the cold awareness that I was stuck in a dead-end alley with two armed men larger and stronger than me wasn’t helping. I scratched the sergeant’s face as he tried to wrestle me down, my nails drawing blood and a hiss of pain from his lips. It wasn’t enough; he’d dropped his sword at some point, and he slammed me against the wall, forcing down my struggling hands and moving his legs so that I couldn’t get a decent angle to kick him.

“Joseph,” the man said in a strained voice. “Get the other one. But first, promise me this is the last time. We can’t keep doing this.”

Joseph licked his lips, nodding nervously. “Yeah, it’s the last time,” he muttered. “I mean, I didn’t want anyone to get killed over this.”

The girl screamed and tried to get back up, but that was all I saw before the sergeant’s hand settled on my throat and began to squeeze. I tried to punch him and wrestle away his hand, but he was stronger than me, and I was trying to breathe, but—

“Should never have stepped into the alley, girl,” Allen said. “These aren’t the days for playing hero.”

“Always a mistake, gloating before it’s finished,” a voice commented mildly.

There was a streak of movement, and an enormous silhouette erupted out of the dark, effortlessly slapping Allen down and picking up the other man by the scruff of his neck. I gulped in a mouthful of air greedily, coughing a handful of times before I was finally self-possessed enough to look around. The girl was out cold, face bruised from the blow that’d knocked her out while I was being choked, and a man was kneeling next to her. He methodically checked her for injuries before rising back to his feet and bringing his eerie pale green-eyes to meet mine. He was pale-skinned and decked in plain steel plate, though he’d moved as if the pounds of metal he wore were light as silk.

My eyes flicked to the sword at his side before turning to the other new presence in the alley. It was a woman, or at least vaguely shaped like one. She stood at least three feet taller than I and twice as wide, holding the struggling Joseph up in the air by the scruff of his neck without any visible strain. I couldn’t see whether she was armed; her cloak covered her body up to her neck.

I pushed myself up, forcing down a cough and uncomfortably aware that the green-eyed man was staring at me. Allen looked like he was about to crawl back onto his knees, so I kicked him in the chin with a twinge of vicious satisfaction.

“Staying down would be the wiser choice, sergeant,” the man said. “You might find the consequences of further resistance unpleasant.”

“Thank you,” I croaked out at the strangers. “I thought I was done for.”

The man dipped his head in acknowledgment. Behind him, the would-be rapist was struggling against the large woman’s grip and yelling out for help.

“Captain.” He spoke up without even looking at her. “If you would silence our other friend?”

She drove her fist into Joseph’s stomach faster than my eye could follow, forcing a gasp out of him that was almost a retch before slapping him hard enough on the temple that he slumped. She’d never stopped holding him up during any of this and still didn’t seem particularly inconvenienced when she slung his unconscious body over her shoulder.

Allen let out a strangled noise. “I know who you are,” he wheezed out. “You’re the Black Knight. Sir, we’re on your side!”

I took half a step back, feeling my stomach twist up in unashamed fear. Hitting a guard from behind had been something, but if the sergeant was right, then I was less than ten feet away from the Carrion Lord himself. Shit, of all the people who could have walked into the alley. The green-eyed man had a body count that would make most butchers retch. There wasn’t a man or woman in Callow who didn’t know the Name. And if that was really the Captain holding up the other guard, then I was all sorts of screwed. The stories said she’d once killed a giant with a single hammer stroke.

Gods, looking at her now, she had to be at least eight feet tall.

“No,” the Black Knight said. “You really aren’t.”

An armored foot whipped out, and the sergeant joined his accomplice in unconsciousness.

“If memory serves, we have a safe house a few blocks down, Sabah,” he added after a moment. “Let us keep them there for the moment.”

Captain raised an eyebrow. “We’re not taking them to the guard?”

“Kojo would hear of it before the hour was done,” the Black Knight replied. “No need to give him early notice of our arrival.”

“And the girl?”

They both glanced at the victim, still laid out unconscious.

“Have her taken to a healer,” he said.

The giant of a woman saluted with Joseph still slung over her shoulder and picked up the sergeant’s foot. She dragged him across the ground none too gently, and a heartbeat later she was out the alley.

Gods Above, how long was her stride?

“Are you—” I croaked out, throat still sore from the choking. “Are you really him?”

The dark-haired man smiled, though it did not reach his eyes. They remained cold, their eerie shade of green sending a shiver down my spine. I knew people with green eyes, but none quite as pale as his. They looked the way I imagined a fae’s would, and there was no denying the touch of strangeness about him. He hadn’t even replied, but just the weight of his attention made me feel like a rabbit in front of a wolf—like my life could be snatched right out of me in the blink of an eye. I guess that would have cowed some people, but I’d always hated feeling afraid.

The other girls at the orphanage had never understood why I kept going up to the roof and standing on the edge when everybody knew I was afraid of heights, but they were missing the point. I’d kept going because I was afraid, and I’d refused to stop even when they’d started giggling to each other about how I was going to turn into a gargoyle if I kept standing there glaring at the ground.

I wasn’t fool enough to think that fighting through a childish fear of heights and staring down the smiling monster in front of me were the same, but the principle was. My fear did not own me; I owned it. I met the Black Knight’s eyes, refusing to flinch even as his smile stretched wider. You might be a wolf, but I am no rabbit.

“Am I the Black Knight?” he replied. “Yes, among other things.”

The weight I’d been feeling disappeared as swiftly as it had come, and I let out a shaky breath. Had he been doing it on purpose, or had all of that just been in my head? The fear hadn’t felt natural, even less so now that it wasn’t choking me up. I was wary of giving the man my name, but it would have been rude not to after the way he’d just saved my hide.

“I’m—”

“Catherine Foundling, from one of the imperial orphanages,” he finished.

My blood ran cold.

How did he know my name? Had I been marked for death for some reason? I hadn’t done anything illegal, aside from the Pit, or associated with anyone stupid enough to go against imperial authority. My sword teacher had been Royal Guard back in the day, but he was too washed-up to be a rebel.

No, I reassured myself; if he wanted me dead, he wouldn’t have intervened when the sergeant was choking me. Then how—

“Haven’t you heard, my dear?” he said with a sardonic twist of the lips. “I know everything.”

I knew on an intellectual level that what he said was impossible, but right now, standing in the dark alley where two men had just been slapped down so effortlessly, I could almost believe it.

“You’re not in any trouble, regardless.”

“Gotta say, you’re not selling that impression very well,” I replied before I could help myself.

I winced as soon as I processed the words that had come out of my mouth. That’s right, Catherine, mouth off to the guy who could run you through and not even be questioned about it. Gods, I needed to get punched in the head less often.

To my relief, he seemed amused. “You’ll have to take my word for it, I suppose,” he said.

I wasn’t sure exactly what that was worth, but I wasn’t in a position to argue.

“And I’m afraid I’ll require your company for a little while still,” the Black Knight continued.

I frowned.

“What for? You told… her,” I said, hesitant to actually use Captain’s Name, “that you weren’t handing them to the city guard.”

I couldn’t imagine what use he could have for me aside from as a witness, and even then, he hardly needed that. If the empress’s right hand thought some people needed killing, they died. It was as simple as that, and anybody fool enough to protest was likely headed for the same graveyard.

The Black Knight smiled, and not for the first time that night, a shiver went up my spine.

“Call it curiosity.”

I followed the Black Knight out of the alley, taking a last glance at the girl whose name I had never even learned. She was being hoisted up by a silent silhouette in a dark cloak, one of the dozen I found waiting just past the corner.

“What’s going to happen to her?” I asked.

“Nothing,” the Black Knight said. “Were she fit, I would have required her presence as well, but even if she were awake, she would not be in the proper state of mind.”

I didn’t dare to ask more. The safe house was as close as he’d said, not even long enough of a walk for me to start thinking about anything but how nervous I was feeling. There was nothing distinguishing the place from any actual house in the neighborhood, except, of course, the dozen soldiers in heavy plate silently standing in front of it. So much for subtlety, not that I was complaining; even a full patrol of the city guard wouldn’t feel up to tangling with those guys. Or girls, maybe? It was hard to tell with the way the helmets’ visors covered their faces, and the plate obscured their body shape.

I knew who they were, anyway.

They were called the Blackguards, the Black Knight’s bodyguards. Elite killers said to be one of the few companies of heavy cavalry in the Dread Empire. Each worth ten fighting men and all survivors of the Fields of Streges. They claimed that about a lot of people, though. The Conquest had been such an overwhelmingly one-sided war that I sometimes thought one of the ways we’d dealt with the shock was by putting our conquerors on a pedestal.

The Black Knight went through the door after affording them a nod, and I followed without a word.

Captain—who was nowhere in sight—or one of the faceless soldiers must have lit the candles inside because there were a handful of them dispersed around the room. There was a ratty bed in the corner and a table flanked by a pair of chairs, but besides that, the furniture was sparse. Nothing worth robbing unless you were truly desperate, which I supposed was the point. The two guards had been tied, gagged, and propped up against the wall in the back. Both were awake now, and neither of them were doing all that good of a job at hiding their terror.

The Black Knight ignored them, and I followed suit, taking the other chair at his invitation after he seated himself. The candlelight allowed me my first clear look at the man, and I took the opportunity shamelessly. How many occasions was I going to get to see him up close?

He had one of those ageless faces that could put him anywhere from his mid-twenties to his mid-thirties, which was a pretty spry look, considering word had it he was actually into his sixth decade. It was said Names did that sometimes—slowed aging or kept you looking the same. I still wasn’t clear on what he wanted from me, but if he wasn’t going to say anything, then I had a few questions of my own.

“What will happen to them?”

We both knew who I was asking about, and he didn’t bother to play that game people with power over you sometimes did—pretending they didn’t know to make you talk and trip on your own words.

The Black Knight drummed his fingers on the table, the shadows cast by the candles on his face twisting about as if they’d come to life.

“They’ll eventually be handed to the city guard for trial and punishment. Since Laure is not under martial law, Callowan law, as interpreted by the imperial governor, takes precedence. Attempted rape should fetch them a minimum of five years in a cell—less for the good sergeant, given that he was only an accomplice. Attempted murder would get them the noose, but I am told the city’s tribunals are… less than reliable.”

Not exactly a surprise, considering that Governor Kojo was the one appointing the judges on them. The man’s tribunals wouldn’t be sending his pet guards to the gallows. So, five years. That was…

They’d tried to rape her, and when I’d stopped them, they tried to kill me so they’d get away with it.

“That’s it?” I asked. “After what they did, they spend five years in a Thorpe Hill cell eating badly, and then they’re back on the streets?”

He raised an eyebrow. “You underestimate the unpleasantness of being held in those cells, but in essence, you are correct.”

“It’s not enough for what they tried to do,” I told him. “For what they would have done if we hadn’t been lucky enough for you to show up.”

The pale man I’d heard so much about growing up studied me in silence, his face unreadable. Stories simmered in the back of my mind, each less believable than the last. He once rode a dragon. His sword feeds on the souls of the innocent, and that’s why he’s never lost a duel. He sees the future and reads the minds of his enemies. He conquered Callow in a month by turning his entire army into werewolves. The orcs worship him like a god, and he’s king of the goblins. There’d been a story about how he had the blood of giants running in his veins, but given that he fell way short of six feet tall, I felt safe dismissing that one. Hopefully, the mind-reading was the same kind of deal because, as far as I was concerned, no one belonged inside my head but me.

“There’s another way,” he finally said.

Slowly, carefully, he unsheathed the knife hanging at his belt and placed it on the table. I eyed the blade warily. The edge of it looked wickedly sharp, even from where I sat.

“Do you know what separates people who have a Name from people who don’t, Catherine?” the Black Knight asked.

I shook my head.

“Will,” he said. “The belief, deep down, that they know what is right and that they’ll see it done.”

My throat caught. Was he implying what I thought he was?

“So, tell me, Catherine Foundling,” he murmured, voice smooth as velvet, “what do you think is right?”

He spun the knife so that the handle faced me, the touch of his fingertips light.

“How far are you willing to go to see it done?”

I could feel the eyes of the two gagged guards on me, but I ignored them. I met the Black Knight’s stare squarely, heart thundering in my chest. The lives of those two men had just been placed in the palm of my hand, and if I wanted to snuff them out, all I had to do was squeeze. Could I really do that? Did I have the right to take justice into my own hands? It would be murder to kill unarmed men; every sermon I’d ever heard from the Vestry told me as much. And yet… Five years, I remembered. Five years, and then they’ll be out there again.

My fingers closed around the grip of the knife.

I rose to my feet, and Joseph’s eyes widened in fear when I knelt in front of him. There was nothing in the room, nothing in the world besides the two of us. My palm felt clammy against the knife’s leather wrap, but I tightened my grip and pushed down his gag. If I did this, if I was really going to do this, I had to know.

I could feel the Black Knight’s gaze on me, but this wasn’t about him. It was about me, about the decision I had to make.

All my life, I’d told myself that when I got power, I’d use it to fix things. To make it all better. And now, here I was, gifted the power of life and death over two men in the form of a few inches of cold steel.

“You’ve done this before,” I said.

He looked ashamed for a moment, but there was something in his eyes that made disgust well up in me. Like he still didn’t really understand how foul what he’d wanted to do was.

“Look,” he said, “I didn’t mean to. It was just… the way she was dressed… I mean, what kind of a decent woman goes about at night—”

I slit his throat.

It wasn’t a conscious movement. For what he said and what he’d done, I decided he deserved to die. My hand had done the rest without any need for prompting, aligning the edge of the knife parallel to the ground and slicing across the major arteries just like the butcher did to pigs in the marketplace. Maybe if I’d listened more closely to the priests, I would have let him go to Thorpe Hill, but all I could think was, What will happen when he gets out? I wouldn’t be there the next time he cornered a girl in the middle of the night.

I watched as blood gurgled out of his throat, and he looked at me as though I’d somehow betrayed him. I wondered if I should be feeling anything—sadness, regret, maybe just nausea at the sight of death unfolding.

He probably wouldn’t have made it as quick for her, I thought.

The sergeant looked resigned when I turned toward him. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

My cut was cleaner the second time.

I stayed there kneeling for a while, blood dripping off the blade—funny thing, killing someone. You’d expect there to be more of a fanfare to it—thunder in the distance or the weight of the disapproving Heavens pushing down on your shoulders. But all I felt was a little numb. The palm of my hand was bruised from the way the knife’s handle had pushed back when slicing through, and there was blood sprayed on my blouse.

So, I’m a murderer now… Not how I saw my evening going, I admitted to myself. The jest was tasteless, but I smiled anyway because feeling like a heartless bitch was still better than this… apathy that had seized me.

“Is this how it always is?” I asked, eyes still on the cooling corpse of the man and the red slash I’d etched across his throat.

“When you make the decision cold?” I heard the Black Knight say from just behind me. “Yes.”

I nodded and didn’t resist a moment later when he helped me to my feet, gently guiding me away.

“They deserved it,” I told the villain, looking into his eyes.

He did not disagree.

“They deserved it,” I whispered to myself.

He steered me toward the door, and I could not have cared less about our destination as long as it got me away from that house. The night air felt cool against my face, and I heard one of the Blackguards enter the house, but I refused to pay any attention to it. I shivered, then felt the Black Knight’s cloak wrap around my shoulders. I’d half-expected it to be cold, but all I felt was pleasant warmth.

“I have a question for you, lord,” I said after a moment, my voice feeling like it was coming out of a stranger’s body.

“Call me Black.”

“I have a question for you, Black.”

“I’m listening.”

“You’re a monster, aren’t you?” I spoke softly into the night, looking at him from the corner of my eye.

He smiled. “The very worst kind,” he replied.

I didn’t know what it said about me, but for the first time since I’d walked into the alley, I felt safe.


Chapter two
Invitation
[image: ]


Before embarking on a journey of revenge, dig two graves: one for the fool and one for all those pesky relatives.

—Dread Emperor Vindictive the First

It took me a moment to remember where I was when I woke up.

They’d taken me to an inn when I said I didn’t want to go back to the orphanage, I recalled after a beat.

Much of the previous night was now hazy in my mind. I was alone in the room, so, for a while, I allowed myself to bask in the luxury of a soft bed twice the size of the one I had in my dormitory. The Praesi hadn’t picked one of the expensive places to stay in, but they had not shirked either. The sun filtering in through the shutters told me it was late in the afternoon, so I must have slept through most of the day. Who knew that slitting throats would take that much out of you? I’d meant for the thought to be a form of reproach, but when trying to summon up regret for what I’d done, the well came up empty.

The sheets had begun to feel stifling, so I sat up in the bed and ran a somehow still-tired hand through my hair. It was a mess. My dark locks had gotten all tangled up overnight.

I couldn’t quite shake thoughts of last night, and the more I worried, the more some parts stuck out to me. The Black Knight. He was governor-general of Callow. Would it really be that hard for him to get two nobody guardsmen punished? Now that I wasn’t in the thick of it, doubts sprang up. Had I been steered in the direction of taking those lives? I couldn’t think of a reason why the villain would, but who knew why Named did what they did?

Not that it would change anything, I thought. I made the decision and made it for my own reasons. I wasn’t sure if my actions had been just, but even under the cold light of day, I didn’t think my decision had been wrong. I used the bowl of water by the bed to splash my face and wiped it clean with the cloth set beside it, the last dregs of sleepiness driven off by the lukewarm water. There was a sheathed knife next to the bowl, one I had no trouble remembering from last night. Distantly, I recalled trying to give it back the night before and being told it was now mine. I wasn’t too sure how I should feel about that.

So. What now?

I was starving, so I might as well see if I could get a meal out of this. I didn’t get the feeling that this whole business was over with, but what more could the Back Knight want from me? No, that’s the wrong way to think about this. If he wanted something, he’d get it. I didn’t have the power to stop him. What I needed to think about was what I could manage to get out of this mess. It wasn’t like I was going to run into anyone that high up the Empire’s ranks again anytime soon, so I had to find an angle before it was too late. I’d bought this opportunity with blood, so I’d best make it count.

I remembered hearing that the Black Knight had a lot of pull in the War College, which made sense. He was the supreme commander of the Legions the cadets were being groomed to join as officers. Maybe if I played my cards right, I could talk him into getting me a place during the upcoming spring enrollment—or at least into getting me to Ater for free since I already had enough saved up to cover my tuition. The only other obstacle I could think of was that anyone wanting to go to Praes from Callow would need papers. But when it came to that, for once, being an orphan would be an advantage. The Laure orphanages were an imperial institution, so every one of us had been registered at the governor’s office.

Most Callowans weren’t, as forcing it after the Conquest would have caused the kind of civil unrest the Empire wanted to avoid, but it was becoming more common as time passed. There were all kinds of restrictions on the sort of offices you could hold if you weren’t registered. A lot of the older generation muttered under their breath that having your name on imperial records couldn’t possibly end well, and to be honest, I wasn’t sure if they were wrong. I’d served drinks to enough legionaries to know better than to think they were ever a moment away from setting fire to the city with malevolent cackles. Still, those records were made for people in Ater, the Empire’s capital.

From what I’d heard of the nobles who dwelled in the City of Gates, they were not the kind of people you ever wanted to have your name. Even other Praesi spoke of them with distrust.

I noticed my blouse was still bloodstained from the previous night as I inspected my reflection in the copper mirror hung on the wall. There were flecks of dried red on my blue shirt in the shape of the blood spray that had been a man’s life, and I didn’t feel like walking through the streets with that damning mark on my clothes. It looked like the Praesi had thought of everything though. There was a long-sleeved gray shirt and a pair of trousers neatly folded on the dresser. I changed unhurriedly and slipped on my boots before leaving the room, procrastinating out of apprehension. I knew it was a bad habit, but given the circumstances, I was willing to let it slide.

A short flight of stairs brought me down to the inn’s common room. It was deserted, which was unusual at this time of day. There should have been travelers from outside the city trickling in and regulars huddled around their usual tables. Laure had fallen far from what it had once been, but given that it was summer and just past the solstice, a good inn like this one should be packed. There was no trace of the innkeeper either, just a lone woman sitting at one of the tables by the hearth. She had a stack of papers around her and was writing on a sheet of parchment, dipping her quill with mechanical regularity. She didn’t raise her head from her work as I made my way down the stairs, so she must not have heard me.

“Take a seat.” She spoke calmly, eyes still on the parchment.

… Or maybe she had. I claimed the chair across from her, not sure where I was supposed to go from there.

“The innkeeper will be along momentarily with breakfast,” the stranger said.

I nodded, then felt foolish when I realized she wouldn’t have seen it.

“I’m—” I started.

“I know who you are, Catherine Foundling,” she interrupted.

I raised an eyebrow.

“That’s not getting annoying at all,” I drawled. “What should I call you?”

“Scribe.”

Oh. Oh, fuck. That wasn’t a name; it was a Name. And again, that’s why you shouldn’t mouth off to strangers!

The Conquest was laid at the feet of the five Calamities in the stories: the Black Knight, Warlock, Captain, Ranger, and Assassin. The woman in front of me wasn’t one of them, and she didn’t make it to the fore of the legends the way Ranger and Warlock did; I suppose her Name didn’t exactly lend itself to flashy gestures. But she wasn’t an unknown either. The Scribe, the one they also called the Webweaver. It was said that she followed Black around like a second shadow, tidying up everything behind the victories so that it would run seamlessly. She had eyes and ears everywhere; her agents ferreted out every secret.

I was looking at one of the greatest spymistresses alive.

Thinking about it, I was a little surprised I hadn’t seen her last night. Wasn’t she supposed to follow the Black Knight around everywhere? Anyhow, I shut my mouth and sat in my chair, hoping I hadn’t irritated her earlier. Scribe’s real level of authority in the Empire varied according to who you asked, but there were few people who disagreed that getting on her bad side would be a bad idea.

The innkeeper strode into the room with a plate full of eggs, beans, and sausage, breaking the awkward silence—well, awkward on my part anyway. Scribe didn’t seem to mind. He slid the plate in front of me with a practiced smile.

“Ma’am,” he greeted me. “Lady Scribe, are you sure I can’t offer you tea or wine?”

“Yes.”

It was heartening to see I wasn’t the only one she wouldn’t raise her head for. The man slunk back into his kitchen after a respectful bow, leaving me to dig in to my first meal of the day. It wasn’t the fanciest fare, but it was fresh, and I was starving, so as far as I was concerned, I’d never eaten a better meal in my life. By the time I polished off the last of the sausage, Scribe was finishing up whatever it was she was doing, signing the bottom of the parchment with a flourish before resting the tip of her quill against her inkwell.

“Black will be back within the hour,” she told me. “He wants to speak with you.”

I didn’t reply immediately, in part because I wasn’t sure how I felt about the most famous villain of our age wanting to speak to me again but also because I was studying the other woman. She was rather plain-faced in appearance with ink-stained fingers and a slight frame. She lacked the presence the Black Knight and Captain had shown yesterday—the way they filled up a room just by standing in it. I would have been skeptical she even had a Name if not for the way she’d effortlessly picked out my presence earlier. It then struck me that I couldn’t remember what color her hair was even though I’d just been looking at it. I swallowed thickly.

A Name didn’t have to be about fighting to be dangerous.

“Any idea what he wants to talk about?” I got out.

“The matron at your orphanage has been notified you’re still alive,” she replied, ignoring the question entirely. “She was getting worried.”

I let out a vaguely thankful noise. I didn’t dislike Matron Nelter, even if her lectures got on my nerves. She didn’t approve of my working at the Rat’s Nest, sure, and she would have lost it if she knew I fought in the Pit, but then again, Mire House had a history of setting up its wards for work more glamorous than serving drinks. Girls usually left our orphanage with enough education to pick up a trade or serve as tutors for noble children. The fact that she took the time to get on my case meant that she cared in her own way.

Scribe seemed to have decided our conversation was over, because she pulled a fresh sheet of parchment from the pile and dipped her quill.

The awkwardness of sitting in silence in front of a woman who could probably order me disappeared with a single sentence was cloying, but at least it didn’t last too long. I was halfway through a cup of tea—the good stuff from Ashur, too, not the wet leaves out of Mercantis—when the Black Knight strolled into the common room. Outside, I glimpsed his personal guards lining the street, solving the mystery as to why this place was empty.

“Good evening, Catherine,” he greeted me cheerfully. “Scribe.”

“Black,” she replied, and I had to give her points for the amount of guts it took to snub the Black Knight for a sheet of parchment.

“You’ve found them?” he asked, apparently used to her indifference.

“Yes. Eastern Peren Woods. I’ve narrowed it down to two villages. Not that it matters, given the confessions. Captain?”

“Having a talk with Orim.”

Some of that had gone over my head, but the last name was one I recognized. General Orim—Orim the Grim, his legionaries fondly called him—was the commander of the Fifth Legion, which served as Laure’s garrison. I finished the last of my tea, waiting for my turn.

“Catherine,” the Black Knight continued, turning to face me, “you…” He paused, reading my face. “… look as if you have a question,” he finished.

I grimaced. I was going to sound like a fool, but you had to have an eye for this kind of thing. Like the way everybody knew that if five people set out to look for something in the woods, they’d be more likely to find it and that people who boasted loudly when calling on the Gods tended to die in ironic ways.

“This is going to sound a little strange,” I said. “But I mean, I’ve heard stories, and I think it needs to be asked. It could save a lot of trouble down the line and all.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“So… uh, just to be sure.” I coughed into my fist. “You wouldn’t happen to be my long-lost father who put me in an orphanage so I’d be safe from his enemies, would you?”

It didn’t seem likely. The Carrion Lord and a… Tiraithe?

But the way the villain stayed completely silent for a moment made my heart leap into my throat. And then, to my mild horror, I drew a laugh out of the monster standing before me. An honest to Gods belly laugh, which was a little creepy coming from so contained a man. So, I was still an orphan, reading between the lines. Thank the Heavens for that. Still, that meant I was now drawing a blank as to why he’d taken an interest in me.

“No,” he replied. “I’m afraid I had no hand in your conception. Besides, one is never quite old enough to deal with my kind of enemies.”

“I can imagine,” I said, though I really couldn’t.

I couldn’t think of a lot of people who’d worry the man sitting across from me. There was only one duchess left in Callow, and the woman in question didn’t really want anything to do with the rest of the country. The idea of Duchess Kegan of Tirglas leading a rebellion against the Empire was laughable, and there were no other nobles left with enough pull for a rising to form around them. The First Prince of Procer, maybe? The Principate’s big civil war had ended three years back, so they were probably due to start eyeing up their neighbors again. As I was left to wonder, the Black Knight removed a pile of papers from the chair beside Scribe—blithely ignoring her glare—and claimed the seat for himself after setting them on the table. The innkeeper came back with a cup of wine and the matching bottle for the villain, making himself scarce after being thanked.

“Since we are already speaking of enmities,” he said, “I happen to be interested in your opinion of Governor Kojo’s tenure.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m told most of the words I’d use to describe him aren’t fit to be spoken by proper ladies.”

He looked amused.

“Are you?” he smiled. “A proper lady, that is.”

I snorted. So, he wanted to talk about Governor Kojo, huh? I could do that. He might not like what I had to say, but I could do that.

“You don’t need me to tell you he’s hated to the bone,” I told him honestly. “Rumor has it that during his first term as governor he was fine, but nowadays he’s a plague.”

The green-eyed villain sipped at his cup.

“Popular sentiment in Laure has always been difficult to manage,” he noted. “His relations with the guilds?”

Given that this couldn’t be anything the Eyes of the Empire hadn’t already told him, I wondered if this might not be some sort of test. Test for what, though? I shrugged.

“With the amount of gold he’s been throwing at guildmasters, it’s a love affair,” I replied. “The few who didn’t want anything to do with him had ‘accidents,’ and their replacements were a lot more cooperative.”

I felt my teeth grind, a streak of anger bubbling up.

“He’s not even being subtle about it.” I scowled. “Tara Goldeneye—she was in charge of the Spicers’ Guild told him she’d rather go broke than take his bribes. A week later, she drowned in a bathtub that barely had an inch of water in it. And don’t even get me started on the city guard.”

Part of me knew this was unwise—that I was complaining about an imperial governor to a man who was the empress’s right hand. But there’d been not so much as a ripple of disapproval on his face. And the Fifth, the legion that garrisoned Laure, were like oil and water with the city guard. That meant there was a chance that, as commander of the Legions, the Black Knight himself might feel the same. And if there was even the slightest chance that something I said would help get Kojo ousted…

“They have lost the respect of the city,” he suggested.

“They do what they’re supposed to, mostly,” I conceded. “But it’s an open secret they also do the governor’s dirty work, and they get rough when collecting the extraordinary taxes.”

The villain’s lips thinned. “Ah, yes… his famous taxes. He has been making quite a stir back in Ater with those.”

“Funny the way they’re all temporary but somehow never go away.” I grunted.

The taxes were really the main reason Kojo was so hated, really. Everyone expected whatever Praesi that the empress appointed governor to try to turn Laure into their personal fiefdom, but after that first decade of the Legions running the city, people had gotten used to the Praesi in charge being even-handed. As long as you didn’t make a mess or commit a crime, the legionaries didn’t really care what Callowans did. But Kojo poked his nose in everything, and the nose was usually followed by a hand grabbing for more gold.

Food prices had been steadily rising for the last few years, and I’d heard people complain that merchandise that wasn’t guild-approved ran into heavy tariffs. More than just being unfair, the whole thing infuriated me because it was stupid. Everyone agreed Laure saw nowhere as much business as it had a decade ago. The governor was so focused on squeezing everything he could out of the city that he didn’t realize he was strangling it.

“It is sheer idiocy,” the Black Knight agreed, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

Could he actually read minds, or had I said any of that out loud?

“Your face said it all,” the green-eyed man told me.

My pulse quickened. I wasn’t entirely sure he was telling me the truth, but he was agreeing with me. Why? Wouldn’t more gold for the Empire be good from his point of view, regardless of how Kojo got it? Even if the situation blew up in the governor’s face, the Legion garrison would be enough to put down the riots. I had a dozen questions on the tip of my tongue, but I wasn’t so sure I should ask them. He’d been reasonable so far, almost friendly, really, but it wouldn’t do to forget that the man across from me had brought an entire kingdom to its knees.

The one I happened to be living in.

Maybe another girl would have thought the way he kept smiling meant he was her friend, but I didn’t have any of those to confuse him with. Yet I could feel that same old itch under my skin. The need to know why instead of stopping at “this is how it is”—the compulsion to understand the way everything around me worked. And he’d been the one to make this a conversation, hadn’t he? He could have made it an interrogation, but for some reason, he’d taken pains to prevent this from being too one-sided.

I spoke up. “If he’s an idiot,” I said, against my better judgment, “then why is he governor?”

Nothing about the Black Knight’s face visibly changed, but there was a distinct feeling of… satisfaction to him. The kind people got when they were proved right about something.

“Kojo Agrinya was not expected to make anything of himself here,” he said. “It was purely a political appointment.”

“The empress wanted to reward him for something,” I guessed, “so she gave him the richest city in Callow to rule.”

“It was not a reward,” Black replied. “It was a bribe. He is the nephew of High Lord Dakarai of Sose, and after the Conquest, we needed to appease him.”

I blinked in surprise.

“Appease him?” I burst out. “She’s the empress!”

The green-eyed man finished the last of his wine and set the goblet aside.

“A title does not necessarily mean power. If the matron of your orphanage put on a crown and proclaimed herself queen of Laure, would that somehow grant her authority over the city?”

“I’m guessing that’s a rhetorical question,” I replied dryly. “It’d be a recipe for getting hanged.”

He hummed, warming up to his subject. “It is the same with Dread Empress Malicia. Though her rule is absolute in principle, in practice, the High Seats can call on forces thrice the size of the Legions and a treasury that dwarfs hers. Without the backing of a coalition of High Lords, her authority is little more than a polite fiction.”

His tone of voice wasn’t all that different from the tutors at the orphanage when they spoke about their favorite subject, which was just… odd. The image of the middle-aged scholars in charge of our lessons didn’t fit all that well with that of the villain in front of me.

“So, she needs all the High Lords on her side?” I asked.

A sardonic smile quirked his lips.

“That would be quite the achievement, given that they hate each other almost as much as they hate her,” he said. “No, she simply needs enough of them under her thumb that the others think rebellion isn’t feasible.”

“And the best way to get the people she needs on her side is to give them a nice Callowan city to take taxes from.” I frowned. “Even if that means the people who live in it get stuck with a bastard like Kojo.”

“More or less,” he agreed. “The Tower receives half of the taxes he collects, which has been a much larger amount of gold than anticipated for nearly a decade now. A few years could have been ignored, but the situation is not changing.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The empress isn’t pleased she’s getting more than she thought she would?”

The Black Knight’s eyes turned cold.

“Coin does not grow on trees, Catherine. Concerns have been raised about how well Laure is doing under that kind of a burden.”

I let out a thoughtful noise.

“You’re worried you’re strangling the golden goose,” I mused.

His hand waved dismissively.

“That is part of it, of course, but ultimately it is a minor issue. The greater preoccupation is that he’s fostering unrest.”

“Not that the idea of the Fifth Legion putting down a riot isn’t all kinds of horrifying,” I said, “but aren’t they there to deal with that kind of thing?”

I grimaced at myself, unsettled by how easy it was to slip into the imperial mindset. I planned to go into the Legions myself, but I’d made that choice so that when I rose high enough in the ranks, I’d be able to prevent the very kind of thing I was talking about. The Black Knight poured himself a fresh cup of wine, silently offering to do the same for me. I shook my head. It wasn’t that I disliked wine. I’d actually tried it a few times at the Rat’s Nest and found I enjoyed some kinds. I just knew it would be madness to face the man with anything other than the clearest mind I could muster. Given how much Praesi drank, though, I was surprised he was only on his second cup.

“And what would be the point of that?” the Black Knight replied. “Hanged men do not pay taxes. They do not trade or work. Besides, there would be consequences.”

Should I, or shouldn’t I? Hells, it wouldn’t even be the most insolent thing I’ve said to him yet.

“I didn’t think dead Callowans was something you’d worry about all that much, sir.”

I took pains to keep my tone polite. It was one thing to tug the dragon’s tail, another to stick your tongue at him too.

“I abhor waste,” the Black Knight replied, nonplussed I’d just implied he was an unrepentant mass murderer. “And all killing the rioters would accomplish is driving the resentment underground.”

He sipped at his cup.

“Besides, Catherine, the real trouble is different in scope. Take two nations of roughly the same population. One annexes the other but has no real legitimacy in doing so other than force of arms. How does one keep the annexed nation from rebelling?”

I wasn’t sure why he was keeping the names of Praes and Callow out of his exercise, given how glaringly obvious it was what we were talking about. Detachment, maybe? I guessed it was easier to talk about… “unpleasant measures” if I wasn’t outright talking about my countrymen. Still, that was a mighty thin fig leaf.

“Use the Legions—I mean, the conquering nation’s armies, to turn the screws on anybody who steps out of line. Hit them for long enough, and you’ll beat the fight out of people,” I said after a moment.

In some ways, I figured it was probably easier to rule when you were evil. When you didn’t have to care about justice, and nobody frowned at murdering your way through problems.

“Ah, rule through fear,” he mused. “That does work, to an extent. It’s a delicate balance to maintain between having people fear you enough they won’t revolt and them being so terrified they think they have nothing to lose. Which is why when someone does drive the people to that level of terror, it is necessary to step in.”

It clicked into place like one of those metal puzzles they sold in the marketplace.

“Kojo,” I realized.

“Stripped of the flowery justifications, the Empire’s base policy is to use Callow,” the Black Knight said. “Not to abuse it. The governor is doing more damage than he knows.”

I kept the mild sense of disgust that statement triggered in me away from my face. Who even says something like that? Yet even if that was still fairly evil, as far as policies went, at least it wasn’t stupid. I’d pick having a competent monster in charge over a vicious idiot any day.

“You really think riots in Laure could spread all over?” I asked.

“The keystone to the Empire maintaining control over Callow isn’t fear, Catherine; it is apathy,” the monster calmly replied. “As long as people can go about their business and live their lives mostly untroubled, what do they care who their taxes go to? The governor is making people care about who rules them again, and that is a very dangerous thing.”

“Huh. That explains a lot, actually,” I admitted.

For one, it finally shed light on why the Legions of Terror, who took their cues from the Black Knight, had been so hands-off compared to Kojo’s tenure as ruler of Laure. The fact that the governor wasn’t exactly an ally of the empress also accounted for why the legionaries never let an occasion to stick it to Kojo’s cronies go by. I’d attributed it to a mixture of disliking the man as much as we did and basic decency, but it made sense there were also politics at work behind the scenes.

“There is also a deeper danger, and that one is the reason I came here personally,” Black added after a moment.

I raised an eyebrow, curious but deciding I’d pushed enough for the day. I didn’t know how much rope he was willing to give me, but I had a feeling I’d already drawn more than enough to hang myself with.

“Think of it as a story, if you will,” the green-eyed man said quietly. “A city, once the capital of a thriving kingdom, now ruined and oppressed. Its people are crushed under an ever-increasing burden, and there is no hope in sight. Enter…”

“The hero,” I finished just as quietly.

Shit. That did have the potential of going nasty. Just like if you left dry wood piled up long enough, eventually, there’d be a spark that set it on fire. If a city like what he’d just described was left unattended too long, eventually, a Named would emerge to answer the need. Would that hero beat the Black Knight? I doubted it. The last seven hadn’t, and I’d heard the last one hadn’t even been around for a week before Assassin got him. But if they riled up the people in the city enough, they could do a lot of damage before being put down. This was a step further, though; the Black Knight wasn’t even fighting a hero. He was making sure the situation where a hero would arise never came to be.

“Weeping Heavens,” I said softly. “No wonder you kill them every time. The arrow’s nocked long before you let the sparrow fly.”

The Black Knight’s smile turned sharp as a knife.

“Just because I am winning does not mean I won’t cheat.”

And that last revelation, more than all the rest, made me nervous. It didn’t seem like the kind of knowledge a man that methodical would just leave lying around. A voice in the back of my head whispered I should just leave this alone, that maybe if I didn’t bring it up, he wouldn’t notice, but I ignored it. That was fear, and fear made you stupid. The man knew exactly what he was doing; pretending I hadn’t noticed he’d just made me a loose end would only lower his opinion of me. The only way out was through.

“So why are you telling me all this?” I asked evenly. “If you wanted me dead, I already would be, so it can’t be that, but you don’t seem like the kind of person who leaves loose ends behind.”

He picked up his cup and sipped.

“Because you remind me of someone,” he finally replied. “And because after you accompany me to a banquet, I will have an offer for you.”

I scowled at the presumption I’d just go with him. It wasn’t like he was wrong. Even if he didn’t have the power to force the matter, I was already curious enough to agree. But rubbing it in my face that I didn’t have much of a choice just made him an ass.

“A banquet?” I grunted. “Sounds fancy. Should I be bringing anything?”

“It is Governor Kojo’s banquet,” the Black Knight mused, “so if nothing else, I’d bring the knife.”


Chapter three
Party
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“I see I’ll have to take drastic measures to ensure intelligent conversation around here.”
—Dread Empress Maledicta II, shortly before having the tongues of the entire imperial court ripped out

“Aren’t we a little underdressed for a palace visit?” I asked.

I was still wearing the shirt and trousers they’d laid out for me in the room, which while themselves comfortable were making me the opposite because of how well they fit. Did I want to know how they’d gotten my size? Probably not. I grimaced. I’d had enough shocks over the last two days as it was. The dark gray cotton was fancier than anything I owned, but the kind of people who gathered at the Old Palace were really more of a silk and cloth-of-gold crowd. Still, hopefully, I’d get to keep it after tonight, regardless of what the Black Knight’s offer was.

“Armor goes with everything,” Black replied dryly.

He was still wearing the same plate as last night. Now that I could get a good look in sunlight, I was sure it was, well, regular steel plate. It could have been enchanted, of course—probably was—but it wasn’t the obsidian or whatnot you’d have expected a man in his position to wear. His belt buckle didn’t even have a skull on it! That had to break some kind of Black Knight rule. The Name was an old one, the traditional foe of the heroic Princes my homeland had once been known for, and its reputation accordingly dark. You didn’t get to be the right hand of whoever held the Tower without getting blood on your hands.

“I guess it does if you’re out to stab people,” I muttered, eyes watching his face closely to see if that got a reaction.

Nothing, or at least nothing I picked up on. I was pretty good at reading people during fights; I had to learn to make it as far in the Pit as I had. But outside of brawls, it’d never been my strong suit. According to our etiquette tutor, I had a “natural predisposition for insolence” that made it difficult. Fair enough, I figured. I’d always seen his lessons as a waste of time, something I already had too little of. On top of my shifts at the Rat’s Nest and the fights in the Pit, I had my sword lessons with Old Liam and learned Ecane—the Sanke language—from a lieutenant in the Fifth. I was also reading every history and military book I could get my hands on since I didn’t want to get to the War College and end up the only idiot in my class.

Compared to all these other things I needed to know, to be good at, what did I care about the difference between the three kinds of spoons or the proper way to eat a pear?

From the corner of my eye, I saw that our little procession was drawing attention. These days, Laureans ducked into their houses and locked their doors when they saw two dozen heavily armed soldiers escorting people, especially when you were in Lakeside or Marketside, but we’d left both of those a while back. Scribe had stayed behind, so it was only the two of us with the Blackguards. We’d gone up Queen’s Hill and reached the sprawling avenues of Whitestone Quarter. This part of Laure was filled with old noble properties and guildhalls, all built in the pale sandstone that was the place’s namesake and signature.

Unlike the messy Marketside Quarter at its feet, the Whitestone hadn’t expanded in the last hundred years and remained an open, airy place. That was because the nobles had prevailed on the old Fairfaxes to put in a tricky bit of law to keep everyone else out. See, every addition to the quarter had to be built with stone from the original quarry that had made up the other buildings so it wouldn’t break the pretty of it. And it just so happened that said quarry had gone dry over a century back… how sad. Whoever had come up with that probably thought they were clever, but I mostly thought they were a prick. Wasn’t that always the way with nobles, though?

You got a title and a little land, then all these funny ideas started creeping in. Ideas like, say, having a separate city guard just for the Whitestone that’d keep the riffraff out. They called it a citizen’s militia because otherwise, it’d be illegal, but only a fool would believe the roughs in mail-and-tabard who went around swinging their cudgels were actually out to help anyone but their paymasters. Those very men and women were staring at us now. They kept their distance, disinclined to pick fights with soldiers wielding real weapons, but there were more and more of them gathering every time we turned a corner.

“They gonna give us trouble?” I asked quietly as we passed what must have been at least twenty nervous-looking watchmen.

The Black Knight cocked his head to the side.

“No,” he replied. “More likely, they will try to send warning to their owners in the palace. Pointless, given that the entrance to it has already been secured.”

My brow rose.

“There’s gotta be at least one of those with a sweetheart who works as a valet or a chambermaid,” I said flatly. “They’ll know where the servant entrances are.”

The pale-skinned man granted me an amused look.

“And the Fifth will have seized those doors as well, Catherine.”

Ah, of course he’d have thought of that—famous strategist and all. I looked away so he couldn’t see my cheeks flush.

“And here comes Sabah,” he mused out loud. “It seems everything is going according to plan.”

The latter sentence he said with an odd tone, like he was making a joke. I didn’t quite get what was supposed to be funny, so I shot him a quizzical look. I didn’t think I’d met a “Sabah” before, but the silhouette that turned the corner on Peony Avenue was hard to mistake for any other. The olive-skinned woman better known as the Captain still eschewed wearing a helmet, but today she wasn’t sporting a cloak, so how tall and broad she was, was plainly shown. And she was definitely over eight feet, with more muscles to her frame than any orc I’d seen—and orcs were built big. Just the sight of her was enough to scatter the few roughs still sticking around, though she ignored them and headed straight for us.

“Black,” she greeted him, then offered me a nod. “Catherine Foundling.”

Her voice was deep, though the sing-song Praesi accent was still recognizable under it. I nodded back, risking a closer look at her. She had a strong nose and deep-set blue eyes whose delicate eyelashes seemed almost out of place on a face that… well, brutish. She looked more like an overgrown caricature of a person than someone real, and the enormous hammer hanging off her back did little to dispel that appearance. Judging by the size of the metal head, that thing must have weighed as much as I did.

“Orim has his legionaries in place?” the Black Knight asked.

She nodded. “He was all too eager to lock down the palace,” she noted. “Kojo’s been on his shit list for years.”

Yet another reason the legionaries I served drinks to rarely had anything good to say about the governor. That kind of dislike tended to trickle down the ranks, and I’d gotten the impression that General Orim was a popular commander.

So, the Fifth Legion is covering all the ways in and out of the palace. Now the real question was, what for? The unsettling talk I’d had with the Black Knight back at the inn had left me with the impression that Kojo was on the outs with Empress Malicia, but it couldn’t be just that. If this was only about doling out punishment, would she really have bothered to send her right hand to handle it?

A pointed letter with the imperial seal on it would have done it just as well and without involving all this cloak-and-dagger business. Is the Tower revoking his governorship? That’d be ideal as far as I was concerned. Laure would go back under martial law until the next Praesi governor arrived from the Wasteland, and with a little luck, the next idiot up in the Old Palace would be less greedy than this one. But even for that, deploying the Fifth seemed like a step too far. They wouldn’t have gone through all this just to revoke his mandate, I decided. They’re moving like they expect trouble.

“You look,” a voice mused, “as if you’re scheming murder.”

Broken out of my thoughts, I turned to see both the Black Knight and Captain looking at me amusedly.

“That’s a bit rich coming from you, sir,” I replied, my mouth forming the words before my mind could intervene.

There was a heartbeat of silence, and my blood turned cold. Oh, Merciful Gods. My etiquette teacher had been right. I was going to mouth off my way to a bad end, much more literally than the man could have figured. Then Captain snorted. Hopefully that meant I wouldn’t get murdered in broad daylight.

“The girl’s not wrong,” she said. “Even your resting face looks sinister.”

The Black Knight wrinkled his nose in distaste.

“Sinister? Wekesa’s been a bad influence on you. And to think, you were so respectful when we first met.”

The large woman rolled her eyes at him, and I clenched my jaw so my disbelief wouldn’t show. I’d figured that I was unlikely to meet any of the Calamities for a few more years, but the few times I’d thought about it, there’d been a lot less ribbing involved. Banter was something people did, not whatever these were. Besides, weren’t heroes supposed to be the witty ones? Villains only got monologues in the stories or maybe some gloating after they threw the Knight Errant into a tiger pit that surely he wouldn’t be able to get out of. I pinched myself discreetly just in case Zacharis had messed up my healing big-time, and I was having a particularly realistic fever dream.

Captain looked up at the sky and frowned. “We need to get a move on if we want to get there before the little shit’s guests are drunk,” she said.

Had she just called the imperial governor of Laure a little shit?

“I think you might be my favorite villain,” I told the woman very honestly.

Captain’s lips twitched. “We should keep her,” she graveled at Black. “Everybody’s too afraid to mouth off to you these days.”

“Someone forgot to inform Warlock, clearly” the Knight muttered. “But you’re right; it would be best to hurry. We might have to kill a few to get them in the proper state of mind if they’re too sloshed.”

And just like that, it felt like someone had poured cold water down my back. The casual way the green-eyed man had just referred to murder jarred me back into sense. Villains, I reminded myself. Funny and almost likable… but still villains. I’d seen old cripples begging Lakeside with missing limbs and burned faces they’d gotten during the Conquest through the handiwork of the two I was standing with. Just because they hate the same people as me doesn’t mean we’re on the same side. It wouldn’t do to forget that. I was joining the Legions to use the machinery the Dread Empire had built, not become another cog in it. I kept my discomfort off my face and followed the two as they resumed strolling toward the palace, the Blackguards falling behind without a word.

It was actually a little eerie how silent they were. I couldn’t recall one ever saying anything or even seeing one of the faces under the helmets.

There were rumors that Praesi nobles had their servants’ lips sewn so they couldn’t betray their secrets, but I had a hard time believing that was the case. Besides, the people peddling those stories were the same kind who claimed the reason the Dread Empress was so beautiful was that she bathed in the blood of the innocent, which was all kinds of stupid. First off, how many innocents could there possibly be in Ater? Second, a bathtub full of blood was a lot. It would mean killing at least one adult every time she bathed, and unless the empress wanted to go through the rest of her day caked in dry blood, she’d have to take another bath after.

Seemed like a lot of trouble for nothing, especially since while Malicia was said to be the most beautiful woman in the world, beauty wasn’t exactly a requirement for ruling. Dread Emperor Nefarious, who’d been on the throne before her, had been, by all reports, an ugly old man with a crooked nose.

“I hear you fight in one of the rings,” Captain said suddenly.

I eyed the tall Named in surprise. I hadn’t expected the woman to try to get a conversation going again, but I supposed that even after my unpleasant reminder of who I was walking with, chit-chat was still better than walking in silence.

“I… er, do,” I agreed. “Though I wasn’t aware your lot knew about those.”

Captain frowned. “Why wouldn’t we?” she asked, glancing at the Black Knight.

“Fighting rings are illegal under Callowan law,” he told her.

“Huh.” The warrior grunted in surprise. “I thought they were all about the fighting, what with their famous tourneys.”

I held back a scowl. Tourneys were banned by decree of the very governor-general I was standing to the left of, a decree that’d come along with the forced disbandment of the knightly orders that had once been the Old Kingdom’s pride.

“The Fairfaxes wanted to draw a clear line between our own wicked gladiatorial arenas and their very righteous fighting tournaments,” the Black Knight drawled. “Not the same thing at all; you understand.”

Captain snorted. “The hoops they go through, sometimes,” the villain said, shaking her head.

I looked away, feeling my calm slip. Considering Praesi still sacrificed people on altars for good crops, I wasn’t exactly interested in taking notes on morals from one. Still, it was a surprise to me that the Empire was aware of the Pit. The reason that fighting rings were underground was that they were illegal, after all. Booker wouldn’t have bothered to pay off the guards otherwise. Clearly, Kojo must have known there were some since the city guard got a cut, but there was a difference between knowing about the Pit and knowing about who fought in it. Having smoothed away my irritation, I turned back to them and cleared my throat.

“So, Booker pays you off too?” I asked.

“In a manner of speaking,” the Black Knight replied. “You could say we own her.”

I frowned. “If you guys run her, then why is she paying off Kojo? Wouldn’t that cut into your profits?”

“You’re assuming that our people and the governor’s are the same,” he noted.

Huh. Truth be told, I was reluctantly amused that Booker was getting fucked over by the Praesi on two fronts. She’d always seemed so in control; it was a pleasant surprise she was being handled the way she handled just about everyone else.

“Anything else you guys are running on the quiet?” I asked.

The Black Knight smiled but kept silent. His gaze encouraged me to go on and guess, so I bit my lip and thought about it.

“You wouldn’t bother with small-time stuff like a fighting ring if you didn’t have the bigger dogs on a leash,” I decided. “Shit. How much of the underworld do you actually own?”

Black’s smile broadened, and he turned to Captain. “Sharp, didn’t I tell you?”

The armored woman nodded, studying me with a strange look on her face, but the compliment did little to stymie my curiosity.

“The Thieves’ Guild, for sure,” I muttered. “Everyone knows they don’t hit the Praesi; that’d explain why. The Smugglers too?”

The green-eyed villain shrugged. “We have a working relationship with all of the so-called Underguilds,” he said.

“That doesn’t really make sense to me,” I admitted after a moment. “The Empire’s the law. Why would they work with you?”

“You’re thinking in terms of our side believing the law being followed is inherently the superior result,” Black replied, “but that’s not necessarily the case.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek as I considered that. I suppose the kind of people who ran Laure’s less savory parts might see people like the Calamities as natural allies, the kind of people to work with, but that still made little sense to me. This was imperial territory; why would they allow anyone to run thieves and thugs on their ground even if they got a cut?

“Merchants they rob still have that much less to pay taxes with,” I pointed out.

Captain seemed to have lost interest in the conversation, her stare sliding to the side as she surveyed the streets. I couldn’t really blame her. We’d kind of wandered away from me fighting in the Pit.

“When King Edward ruled Laure,” the Black Knight said, “the Thieves’ Guild still existed. Correct?”

I nodded. That was common enough knowledge. Word had it the Thieves had been in business since the first house in Laure was built. Likely that was just a band of criminals giving themselves a pretty story, but it was no lie; they’d been around for ages.

“Yet, like most his predecessors, Edward Fairfax aggressively pursued the guild’s dismantlement,” the Black Knight continued. “The plain truth of it, Catherine, is that there is no city on Calernia where such activities do not take place.”

“That’s not a reason not to try to curb them,” I protested. “If you don’t, then it just gets worse!”

“It is exactly such a reason,” the villain corrected, “when an inevitably failed attempt at eradication would drive bands of individuals highly proficient at sneaking around in the arms of the first rebel to rise.”

I wanted to call it nonsense, but there were stories, weren’t there? About the Sixty Years War and the way the Underguilds had helped Alistair the Fox against Praesi and Procerans alike.

“Maybe that’s true for some of them,” I reluctantly conceded, “but the Smugglers and the Knocks can’t be a threat.”

The Assassins’ Guild would be just as bad as the Thieves, but the Smugglers just ran ships, and the Knocks mostly handled dens—gambling, brothels, rackets, and the like.

“On the contrary,” the Black Knight said, “those two are the most significant threat. A revolt against the Empire would require a great deal of coin, Catherine, and given that legal trade is under our control, what sources of wealth does that leave?”

“The illegal trade.” I frowned.

“That and the private wealth of nobles,” the villain agreed. “Much better to tie the Underguilds to us than to risk the coin going to rebel elements.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. The way the man thought was starting to give me a headache.

“So, you make a deal with them,” I guessed. “They don’t steal from the Empire, and you look the other way?”

“We limit who can be stolen from,” the Black Knight replied. “What merchandise can be smuggled, and who can be killed.”

There was a sort of pragmatic sense to it, but it still raised my hackles. The Empire wasn’t even following its own laws; the Praesi weren’t so much keeping order as they were making what already existed more orderly. What’s the point of having all that power if you don’t use it to fix the parts of Creation that need fixing? I chewed on that for the rest of the way, the villains leaving me to the turmoil of my own thoughts. I wrestled with what the Black Knight told me as I looked in vain for another way to get him what he wanted while keeping the criminals in line. It wasn’t too long before we arrived at the palace.

The Old Palace was the largest of the two royal palaces in Laure, all arches and windows set in gray granite instead of the sandstone infesting the rest of this corner of the city. There was no stone of that kind in Callow itself, and legend had it the Old Palace had been rebuilt from the remnants of a Dread Empress’s flying fortress when it’d crashed over an even older structure. Looming taller over the city than everything except Alban Cathedral, it made for an impressive sight, and I couldn’t help but stare as we passed by the large ponds and green lawns. There was a low wall circling the entire estate with a large gate in the middle, but the soldiers keeping watch at the entrance were neither the city guard nor Kojo’s own private troops. Instead, a dozen legionaries were standing at attention, armed to the teeth.

“So,” I said as our group headed toward them, “I don’t suppose that since we’re here, I could learn why you brought me along?”

The man glanced my way, those thin lips quirking ever so slightly.

“We are going to ask Governor Kojo a few polite questions,” he replied.

I raised an eyebrow. “So, I’m to stand silently and observe?”

“On the contrary,” the Black Knight said. “You’re encouraged to interrupt as much as you like.”

“You’re testing me,” I said.

“Life is a test,” he easily replied.

I rolled my eyes. “I gratefully receive your wisdom, sir,” I said, tone scathing.

Captain snorted, though the conversation was cut short as we passed the legionaries. They saluted in silence as we went, taking a pleasant avenue toward Old Palace’s central hall. The entire place was deserted. I’d have expected servants to be swarming around while the governor was receiving guests, but we didn’t encounter a single soul as we passed through. There was light and the sound of chatter trickling out through the open windows, but it was gone as soon as we entered the torch-lit corridors inside. The Black Knight had come to the front of the party, taking one turn after another without hesitation. It wasn’t his first time here; I knew this.

He’d famously killed the last Fairfax here in one of the last acts of the Conquest: murdering a babe of only two.

Instead of lingering on that unpleasantness, I spent most of my time eyeing the paintings and sculptures that covered every open space, noting that more than a few of them were in the style of the Free Cities: painted marble, usually of naked people in twisted-up poses. Fancy and not at all Callowan—another reminder that it was no longer the Fairfaxes who ruled here.

“Ah, here we are,” the Black Knight mused just as we arrived before a pair of great wooden doors.

The noise of chatter and laughter coming from behind them made it clear we’d arrived at the banquet hall—yet another gem of the Old Kingdom that was now a prize in Governor Kojo’s hands. But maybe, I thought, not for much longer.

“Captain”—the Black Knight smiled—“if you would do the honors?”

Captain stepped forward, laying the palms of her hands against the wood and giving a push.

The great doors swung open briskly, hitting the walls with a booming crack as they revealed what lay within. Servants aside, there must have been at least fifty people inside. There were Governor Kojo’s inner court, Praesi courtiers and mercenaries, but also enough Callowans to make my jaw clench—those few guildmasters and Laure nobles who’d stayed rich and important by licking the governor’s boot. It was like looking at a gaudy brothel: colorful imported silks seated beside ornate parade armor, everyone dripping with gold and jewels. Most were past forty, smiling like rich clothes and richer wine could remove the lines from their faces.

There were three long tables forming a long U, the host himself having taken seat at the head of it all. There was no mistaking Governor Kojo Agrinya, as his seat stood above all others. I rubbed my thumb against the pommel of the knife. I hadn’t been sure whether the Black Knight’s mention of bringing it had been a joke or not, but I certainly felt safer standing here with a weapon at my belt. The noise was snuffed out of the room the moment we walked in, the eyes of every single guest in attendance glued to the Black Knight’s face. A few glanced at Captain and fewer still at me. My presence was a curiosity, while theirs was a concern.

“Out,” the Black Knight simply said. “All of you.”

I’d never seen a room clear so quickly before, everyone hurrying to rise to their feet. I could feel the same strange weight I’d felt last night when he’d stared me down in the alley, but this time it wasn’t directed at me. It was like swimming just outside of the current; the pull was there, but it wasn’t dragging me in. I watched, not bothering to hide my grin, as all those peacocks carrying enough gold in rings and necklaces to feed a family for a decade hurried out without even bothering to pretend they weren’t terrified. There was something darkly satisfying about seeing the rich and powerful of Laure jostling each other in their haste to get out the door as fast as they physically could.

“So, it’s a Name thing—that sense of fear,” I said, eyeing the stragglers with glee. “Seems like a useful trick.”

The green-eyed man shot me an amused look.

“A fairly basic use of my Name,” he replied, flicking a look at the last stumbling guest, “but I won’t deny, it can be entertaining on occasion.”

It couldn’t have been more than thirty heartbeats before the only people left in the banquet hall were the Black Knight, Captain, the governor, and me. I took the opportunity to have a closer look at the ruler of Laure now that I was actually in the same room as the damned man. The lack of horns and hooves was disappointing. It turned out Governor Kojo was a tall man in his late thirties. Dark-skinned like many of the Praesi, his hair short, and beard cropped close, framed by long gold earrings dangling from his ears. His robes were a riot of green and gold silk, and I was willing to bet rubies to piglets that some of the stitches on them were actual gold thread. There was a polished quality to the man, like every detail of his clothes and appearance had been tended to carefully. He can certainly afford the servants to do it.

“Lord Amadeus,” Governor Kojo said, outwardly unaffected by the interruption as he leaned back on his chair while holding up a sculpted silver goblet. “An unexpected pleasure. I would have prepared a more fitting reception if you’d sent word ahead of your visit.”

The ice in the Black Knight’s eyes could have made winter balk.

“There are very few people who get to call me by that name, Kojo Agrinya,” he replied, tone deceptively gentle, “and you are not one of them.”

There was no hiding the flinch at that, though the governor’s face went blank immediately after as if to pretend it had never happened. I took note. One of these days, I was going to manage to get a flinch out of assholes without raising my voice too.

“Ah, of course,” Governor Kojo said. “I’ve had a little too much wine, it seems. To what do I owe the privilege of your presence, Lord Black?”

“The taxes you owe the Tower are late, Governor.”

Kojo let out a regretful sigh. “As I have already informed Her Most Dreadful Majesty, the convoy was attacked by bandits on the road to Summerholm. I’ve already drafted extraordinary taxes to remedy that, but the provincials are being… obstructive. It smacks of treason.”

“Not that it matters given the confessions,” Scribe had said back at the inn. The pieces were starting to come together, and what I was beginning to think was going to happen to Kojo was enough to smother the cold rage that flared up when he called it “treasonous” that the people of Laure didn’t want their children to starve. I could have let the show go on, but really why bother? The Black Knight had already told me I could interrupt whenever I felt like it.

“Really?” I said disbelievingly. “That’s what you’re going with? Bandits attacking an imperial tax convoy. Weeping Heavens. They’re outlaws, not idiots. They know they’d be swimming neck-deep in legionaries before the moon’s turn.”

The aristocrat narrowed his eyes at me, obviously unused to that kind of insolence coming from one of the people he ruled over. “I care not if you pick up stray dogs off the streets, Lord Black, but perhaps you should muzzle this one before she gets her tongue ripped out.”

Oh, he did not just say that.

“Call me a dog again, and I’m going to strangle you with your own intestines, you fucking Praesi prick,” I promised, meaning every word of it.

Kojo sputtered. “You’re—”

“Callowan?” I interrupted. “A nobody? Maybe. But I’m also carrying a knife.”

“I’d take that warning seriously if I were you, Kojo,” Black mused from my side. “I’ve only known her for a day, and she already has a body count.”

The man wasn’t helping and probably not particularly trying to, but my lips twitched anyway. Kojo sneered at the sight.

“Raising a hand to an imperial governor will get you drawn and quartered, girl. Your bravado impresses no one.”

“Unless, of course,” Black started mildly, “said governor has committed treason.”

Kojo stilled.

“That is a serious accusation,” he replied after a moment. “Making it frivolously would have consequences.”

“Oh, I don’t recall mentioning any names,” the Knight demurred. “But if, say, a nameless governor were to report his dues to the Tower had been robbed, it is possible that the empress would grow curious and send people to look into the matter.”

“Seems reasonable,” I contributed with a hard smile. “Can’t imagine she’d like being cheated.”

“Malicia has little patience for those who cross her, much less those doing it so gauchely,” Black agreed. “Now, imagine that some of these bandits were found and that when… properly motivated, they told a story. Would you care to guess what that story was, Catherine?”

“Someone paid them to rob the tax convoy, helped them do it,” I said, the words flowing out easily. “Someone who’d then get half the gold.”

Black smiled at the governor, a slender slice of teeth that bore more malice than joy. “Too clever for a dog, I would think.”

I stepped closer to one of the tables, grabbing an empty goblet and a pitcher of wine before pouring myself a drink. I wasn’t going to lie to myself and pretend I wasn’t enjoying every moment of this. It was payback for every time we’d had half-portions at the orphanage because food prices had gone up, retribution for every time I’d seen the city guard rough up a shopkeeper late paying his taxes. Retribution for how very close I had come to death last night.

“Peasants can be made to say anything under torture,” Kojo finally said, offering a shrug. “Perhaps the empress can be convinced to dismiss me, but beyond that?”

He leaned his chin against his palm, long earrings tinkling as he did.

“It should be good for a laugh, Duni, watching you try to convince a tribunal of my peers that the word of Callowan peasants should see me imprisoned.”

I frowned, not knowing what “Duni” meant, and took a sip of wine—fruity and strong, probably not from Callow. Figured the bastard would be drinking imported stuff. Kojo had rights as a noble; he wasn’t lying about that. I’d read enough about the Dread Empire of Praes to know that the empress wasn’t supposed to just kill nobles as she wished. When accused of something, they were entitled to stand before a tribunal of nobles to determine their guilt. That didn’t protect anyone from poison or knives, of course, but the Black Knight hadn’t come here as a blade in the night. I figured that was Kojo’s hope—that this was official and not the Carrion Lord quietly cleaning house.

But the Black Knight wasn’t an idiot. He wouldn’t have strolled in here so confidently if Kojo was going to get away with a slap on the wrist. I was willing to wait a little longer to see that veneer of confidence ripped right off the bastard’s face.

“The empress has taken a personal interest,” the Black Knight replied. “There is no need for a trial when the sentence has already been determined.”

The governor sneered.

“It would be the ruin of her, you imbecile. My uncle would whip the Lords Credent in a frenzy when word reaches him; a rising against such overstep is assured.” Kojo smiled broadly, revealing perfect teeth. “My life is not worth that, not even for a bloodthirsty thing like you.”

“Really?” I choked out with a laugh. “That’s your defense—‘wait till my uncle hears about this; you’ll get in trouble?’”

“He has something of a point, Catherine,” the Black Knight said. “Or he would, if High Lord Dakarai had not formally cast him out of House Agrinya this morning.”

It was the second time that night I saw Kojo go still as the grave, and it was every bit as delightful as the first.

“You’re mad,” the governor said, but his voice wavered.

He could feel it in the air, same as I could—the ugly end coming to him.

“Ever a subject of debate, I’m assured,” the dark-haired man replied with a bland smile. “Truthfully, Kojo, I’m surprised. Your wits never impressed, but this? You committed treason for gold and didn’t even have the courtesy to cut in your uncle. How did you think this was going to end?”

“With me as Chancellor,” the other Praesi snarled. “It’s just a matter of time until one of us claims the Name, you filthy upstart. You can’t destroy a Role.”

“You cannot buy one either,” the Black Knight replied. “Though that hardly matters now. Tell me, Catherine, how should a ruler deal with treason?”

I shrugged, feeling the weight of the governor’s gaze on me.

“I’m told imperial policy about that involves heads and spikes,” I mused. “Though that always struck me as a little pointless. It’s not like you can tell whose head it was a few weeks in. The crows tend to take care of that.”

Kojo slowly forced his spine to straighten and his hands to stop shaking.

“Fine,” he sneered. “I was caught. So be it. Unlike you mongrels, a man of proper breeding knows how to face his end with dignity. Have the mahogany chest in my rooms fetched; I will drink the thornleaf extract with my wine.”

The Black Knight laughed, and unlike the few laughs I’d heard from him before, this one was a sharp and wintry thing.

“You don’t seem to understand your situation, Kojo,” he smiled. “You belong to us now—your life, your death—all ours. And you’re not dying a pretty one sitting on your throne. It is the gallows for you, Governor of Laure.”

The Blackguards fanned into the room at Captain’s order. Kojo tried to get up, eyes white and wild, but by the time he’d pushed back his chair, a pair of soldiers were grabbing his shoulders.

“No,” he screamed. “Black, you can’t; you wouldn’t dare—not the noose—”

They dragged him out of his own hall, his screams of protest echoing even as he disappeared into the corridor. In his wake, silence lingered, me and the greatest monster of the age standing in the room where he’d just orchestrated the death of a man I’d hated since I knew what hate was. I put down my goblet of wine. Finding it still half full, I felt a little guilty at the waste, but considering the tables were yet full of food, I was hardly the worst offender tonight. My eyes met green ones, a calm and patient gaze.

“So,” I said. “I take it now’s when you make your offer, Black Knight.”


Chapter four
Name
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Power is mostly a matter of making the right corpses at the right time.
—Dread Empress Malicia the First

My words echoed across the now-empty hall, and I had to hold back a wince when I realized how confrontational I’d sounded. Matter of fact, maybe, but there’d been a rather accusatory undertone to my voice I wished I could take back—not because I hadn’t meant it but because pressing the Black Knight seemed… ill-advised. Too late to put the pot back together, though. There was not much for me to lose. I was already at the man’s mercy in every way, so why bother to be cowed? It wouldn’t help me any.

“You’ve been after something since the start,” I said. “You wanted me to kill those guards for whatever reason. And now you brought me here to witness the end of the man behind half my troubles, even let me get a few licks in. But what now, what’s the payoff for you?”

I paused, allowing room for the falsely offended denial I was expecting. Instead, the Black Knight remained silent; his face was still as a pond on a windless night. All I’d find there would be a reflection of what I thought should be. The Black Knight glanced at Captain, who was still looming by the door, and lightly inclined his head. She nodded, offering me a smile before leaving the hall without a word and closing the great doors behind her. The sound of the wooden frame closing shut in her wake was unpleasantly final. The man reached for the least ornate cup on the table and poured himself a drink from the crystal decanter.

“You were working toward a point, I believe,” the Black Knight prompted, taking a sniff at the contents of his cup and grimacing.

He still sipped at it, though. The lack of anger, deceptive as it might be, helped me steel my spine and push on.

“You might have done all that for the Hells of it,” I said. “I mean, I’ve heard stranger about villains, but that doesn’t really fit with everything else I’ve seen. So, I figure the part that speaks to your intentions is that you had me here, in the thick of it, the whole time you were toying with a man I wanted dead. Like you were offering a gift.”

He nodded approvingly, a gesture that made me relieved, pleased, and irked all in the same heartbeat.

“And why would I offer you such a gift?” the Black Knight asked.

“Whatever it is you’re after,” I said, “you need me to agree to it willingly, not with a knife to my throat.”

Instead of replying, the pale-skinned man pulled up a chair that had been toppled by the haste of its last owner’s retreat, sitting astride it with cool elegance that was at odds with the informality of the pose. He gestured for me to do the same. I could have circled the tables and sat across from him, but that would still have been playing the game on his terms, and I’d done quite enough of that tonight. Instead, I slid past the high table and sat on Governor Kojo’s high seat, plopping myself down with the closest thing to nonchalance I could muster while my heart was beating so hard in my ears. I was all too aware I was playing with fire, but what else could I do? I was backed into a corner, and I’d only ever learned one answer to that: Come out swinging.

“You are right,” the Black Knight acknowledged, shooting me an amused look at my choice of seat but refraining from passing comment. “Though not entirely so. The offer began the moment I came across you in that alley, Catherine.”

I frowned. Now that I thought of it, what were the odds that he’d run into me just as I was stuck in a losing fight? The guards hadn’t seemed like they’d been sent there on purpose, but how hard could it be to—

“I did not, in fact, arrange your misadventure,” he said, interrupting my thoughts.

I kept my face blank. “You could be lying.”

“I am a splendid liar,” the Black Knight pleasantly agreed. “But I don’t bother when the truth serves my purposes just as well. As for happening upon you in that particular moment—well, coincidences grow significantly less coincidental when one bears a Name.”

“To take the mantle of a Name is to embrace the strands of Fate,” I quoted quietly.

Vestry preachers didn’t often quote the parts of The Book of All Things that mentioned Names, but on the rare occasions they did, I’d found it interesting enough that the scripture had stuck. Much more exciting than the seventeen cardinal sins or another lecture about seeking Good through good works. The Black Knight’s face tightened in something like anger.

“Fate is the coward’s way out, Catherine,” he said, eyes flashing. “It is the denial of personal responsibility. Every decision I have made was my own choice, and all the consequences that come from them are on my head.”

“Considering the kind of things you’ve done,” I said quietly, “I’m not sure that’s a selling point.”

The anger I’d glimpsed in him was gone as quickly as it had come, replaced by the usual cool indifference. Did I just see what he actually looks like under the mask, or did I press my finger against an old scar? Neither option was particularly comforting.

“I do not expect you to love the Empire,” he said. “You’ve lived your entire life under its boot, and that is not a pleasant place to be.”

“You don’t get fair when you lose the war,” I replied, echoing my thoughts from yesterday.

He took a sip of wine, making a face at the taste.

“I had an interesting conversation with Scribe on our way to Laure,” he said idly. “She believes that the silvers you have stashed at the orphanage are so you can leave the city and start over elsewhere. Vale, perhaps Dormer.”

I wish I could say I was surprised he knew about my coin, but I wasn’t. The first time we met, he’d recognized me and known my name. He must have someone in the orphanage—something that seemed blindly obvious in retrospect. Mire House was run by Callowans, but it was an imperial institution funded by the Tower. Why, though, was a better question. Why would the Black Knight pay any attention to the goings-on in the city’s orphanages? And beyond even that, why would my name ever have crossed his desk? I had no idea but also no intention of admitting it, so I went another way.

“Then what was your guess?” I asked instead.

“Scribe is one of the most intelligent individuals I have ever met,” he said, “but she’s never really had a home, you see. She doesn’t understand what it’s like to see a place falling to pieces and feel the need to fix it.”

I met his eyes, green to brown, and he smiled.

“You’re saving up for tuition at the War College.” The Black Knight spoke into the empty room, his quiet voice somehow managing to fill it whole. “I expect by now you have the base costs covered, so you will be looking for a way to get there in time for spring.”

A shiver went up my spine, and this time there were no Name tricks to blame. Two days I’d known the man, and he’d already grasped what I wanted most. How far had he figured it out though? Had he guessed how high I wanted to climb, what I wanted to do with that power?

Had he figured out I might just come after him one day?

My hand fell to the dagger at my hip, thumb rubbing the grip almost without me realizing it. The feeling of the wrapped leather against my finger grounded me, a physical sensation to chase away the eeriness of those pale green eyes staring me down.

“That’s the plan,” I agreed, managing to keep my voice steady by the grace of the Heavens. “I was under the impression that the College takes Callowans too—or was I wrong?”

“You are correct,” he replied. “Though few ever take the opportunity. So why would you?”

I shrugged. “I have a talent for scrapping, and I’m interested in tactics. Seemed like I might be a good fit.”

I wasn’t good enough of a liar to get away with an outright lie, but a half-truth might manage to pull through. After all, there were other ways to get higher up in the ranks of the Dread Empire, even for Callowans. The courts of the imperial governors of Callow used my countrymen for all sorts of things, and it wasn’t impossible to rise if you made yourself useful enough. In the end, I’d chosen the Legions as my way forward because fighting was the talent I was most confident in.

The green-eyed man sighed. “Catherine, I’ve done you the courtesy of not taking you for a fool,” he said. “This conversation will go much more smoothly if you afford me the same.”

Ah. So much for that. He seemed more irritated than angry by the attempt. I suppose lying wasn’t much of a sin to a villain. A moment passed as I struggled to find what to say, wilting under that cool gaze. I’d lied to the Black Knight and had not been punished. He’d done nothing but chide me. The bizarreness of that had me grasping for something, anything, to explain it, and all I found was tonight: Governor Kojo, so sure he was untouchable, slowly being driven into a corner until he was dragged, screaming to his death. Was that what this was, what it’d all been about? The talks and the kindness—just a way to make my death feel that much worse?

I gritted my teeth. Fine, then. If I was finished, had been from the start, then I’d at least speak my mind to the Black Knight. Gods, sometimes it felt like I’d been cowering in his shadow—the Empire’s—all my life. Having to be careful about this and that, never stepping across those lines in the sand the Praesi had drawn. It felt like releasing a breath, the decision to finally stop. To speak to the monsters without biting my tongue.

“Fine,” I exhaled. “You want to hear the truth? The way the Empire rules over Callow is fucked. At best, you’re brutally fair; at worst, you get folk like Kojo who see us as a moneybag that fills back up whenever it gets a beating. I don’t give a shit whether we pay our taxes to the Tower or not, but someone has to rein in the idiots when they get vicious, and the Legions of Terror are my best bet to get there.”

The man’s lips stretched into that mean little number he’d pulled out against Governor Kojo. I tried, I told myself. They just caught me early. Sometimes you get a bad roll of the dice—nothing to it. I’ll try to give him a scar to remember me by before my body gets dumped in the Silver Lake, I decided, fingers tightening around the knife. Only he didn’t get up and unsheathe his sword or call the guards back in.

“Most people sharing that opinion would try to become a hero,” he said instead.

I snorted.

“And what? Try to restore the Kingdom of Callow?” I replied. “You’ve killed all the Fairfaxes, and even if I managed to dig up some claimant, getting them on the throne would be a bloody mess. How many hundreds of thousands would die driving the Empire out? More than a fancy hat is worth. And let’s not pretend that even if we win, you won’t burn everything to the ground on your way back east.”

I offered a grim smile to the monster. “It’d just be good sense for your lot to make us a weaker target for when you invade again, a few years down the line. Since Praes isn’t looking like it’ll collapse on its own anytime soon, I’d best make peace with the fact that the empress is in charge.”

The black-haired killer set down his cup and let out a low, almost lazy laugh. I scowled at him. I hadn’t been joking, and this wasn’t a laughing matter. The stories from the Conquest didn’t say the Carrion Lord was cruel—even our veterans admitted he kept his word when given—but I couldn’t think of another word for this. I was just entertainment for the end of his day, wasn’t I? Something to laugh about after finishing up with Kojo.

“I was wrong,” the Black Knight said, though he sounded too pleased to be admitting an error. “You never could have become a hero, Catherine. You lack the mindset for it.”

I bared my teeth. “And to think you gave me all that sweet talk about ‘what separates people who have a Name from people who don’t.’ Way to break my heart.”

“Allow me to make up for it, then,” he replied. “I’d like to offer you a job.”

I stilled. That was not the sword in the throat I’d been expecting. The amusement tinging the villain’s gaze as he watched me told me he’d known exactly what I was thinking and let me labor under that impression entirely on purpose. Gods, I thought, the man is a prick. At least he had the decency to let me get enough of a grip to wrap my head around what’d just happened: job, offer.

“What kind of job?” I managed.

“I am,” the Black Knight calmly replied, “looking for a Squire.”

He didn’t have to raise his voice to make the capitalized letter clear. A Name. Merciful Gods, shit. He was offering me a Name? Could he even do that?

“I thought people with Names picked themselves,” I croaked out, mouth gone dry.

“They do, to an extent,” he agreed amiably. “But you have the potential, and given the… intertwined natures of that Name’s Role and my own’s, I have a degree of influence over the process.”

I didn’t think he was lying. Probably wouldn’t have been able to tell if he was, but who would lie about something like this?

“And what do you want in exchange?” I asked, trying to keep the suspicion out of my voice.

The green-eyed man sighed.

“I’m not a trader bartering over goods, Catherine,” he replied. “As the Squire, you would be my apprentice, my responsibility. I would not have made the offer if I did not believe you would be an asset.”

My mind spun, and I closed my eyes, overwhelmed by the possibilities that had just opened. If I had a Name… Gods, I’d shoot up to the high rungs of the imperial hierarchy almost overnight. Aside from the Calamities and the Dread Empress, there were what? Three or four Named in Praes? And only two in Callow: one good as imprisoned, and the other one of the most reviled traitors alive. All Named were useful, priceless assets. Squire might not be the most powerful of Names, but it would lead to another, and until then, I’d be at the side of the second most powerful person in the Empire, learning all I could—all the ins and outs of the imperial court and all the war tricks and connections that I couldn’t get from books or even the War College. I might be in a place to do some good in a decade instead of three. Maybe less if I distinguish myself.

“You want the answer now,” I said, half-question and half-statement.

“One way or another, I will need your decision before you leave this hall,” he acknowledged.

Heavens, forgive me, but I wanted this. Wanted it so very badly. That was the part that was making me balk, though. I wasn’t this lucky, never had been. There must have been something in it for him I couldn’t see yet, some clause or trap I’d only grasp when it was too late.

“And if I refuse?”

One girl found floating by the docks, missing a throat… Wouldn’t be the first time a body got dumped Lakeside, and it wouldn’t be the last.

He shrugged. “You return to the orphanage. I’ll see to it that you’re placed on the rolls at the War College this spring with a letter of introduction and the first season’s tuition paid. I’ll look forward to your service in the Legions.”

“And that’s it?” I said slowly. “After all this, I’d still get to walk away clean?”

The Black Knight peered down into his cup, swirling the dark wine with a negligent flick of the wrist.

“Some of my predecessors as the Black Knight would have threatened you,” he easily admitted. “Something along the lines of ‘should you refuse me, I will burn alive everyone at Mire House and make you watch.’”

He offered me a rueful smile. “Most of them were killed by their Squire, as it happens. I would not repeat that mistake, so I will not deceive you, Catherine, or force your hand. What would be the point? I already have followers and equals—as well as a superior, if only the one. What I want is an apprentice, and an unwilling one would be nothing more than a burden.”

There’d been a sermon at Alban Cathedral, once, about devils. The sister preaching had told us that the real ones, the dangerous ones, didn’t bluster about stealing innocent souls and breaking their word. They gave you exactly what you wanted and let you find your own way to the Hells.

“You realize,” I rasped out, “that it won’t turn me. Even with a Name, I’ll still want to change things.”

I hated the way it sounded like I wanted to accept his offer. Because it was true, and that was the part I hated most.

“I am a villain, Catherine.” The Black Knight smiled. “If you can claim power, who am I to tell you how it should be used? By all means, reform the Empire as much as you want—as much as you are able to. If you have the ability to accomplish something, it is your right to do so.”

Damn me, damn him, and damn this whole night and the one that came before it. It all sounded so reasonable to me, but that was how they always got you wasn’t it? Was it arrogance to think that if I didn’t step up to fix Callow, no one else would do it? Maybe I was just a deluded little girl pretending to know what I was doing by playing a game whose rules I didn’t yet understand. But it doesn’t matter, does it? The only question was whether I wanted this badly enough to make a deal with the monster sipping at his wine, and I’d known the answer to that before I ever set foot in the Old Palace. This is how it starts, isn’t it? How villains are born. When you decide that something is worth more to you than being Good. My fingers clenched and unclenched. I breathed out shallowly.

“So, how does this work?” I asked. “Do I sign a contract in blood and summon a demon?”

The Black Knight did not smile, and I was almost grateful for that. If he’d been smug about this, treated it like he’d beaten me, I didn’t know what I would have done—except that it would have been unwise.

“There is no formal path,” he said. “Usually, an announcement of your position and time serving as my squire would be enough to begin to form a claim.”

“Usually?” I repeated.

“There is a shortcut for those so inclined,” he told me.

I met his eyes for the third time that night, unflinching. Even if this were a mistake, I would own it. I owed myself that much.

“What do I need to do?”

The Black Knight smiled.

“Try not to die.”

In the blink of an eye, he was on his feet with his sword in hand, moving quickly— too quickly for someone wearing plate. I felt the tip of his sword punch through my lung before I could so much as scream, and the last thing I saw before the darkness took me was those eerie green eyes looking down on me.
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I opened my eyes underwater.

My hands scrabbled for something to hang on to but sank into thick mud. I barely managed to push my torso up enough so that I wasn’t swallowing what looked like murky swamp water. I spat out something green and vaguely leafy, retching at the taste of scum water in my mouth. Before I could try to get on my feet, though, I was compelled to notice that there was still a sword jutting out of my chest.

“He stabbed me,” I wheezed in disbelief, my breath coming out panicked. “He just fucking stabbed me out of nowhere. Who even does that?”

“Well,” a woman’s voice drawled lazily. “You know. Villains.”

My eyes spun toward the source of the noise, skimming over a darkened sprawl of thin trees and greenery-covered waters. It was hard to tell in the gloom, but I was fairly sure that the girl looking down on me from a tall stump was… well, me. Older, maybe, bearing a long pink scar across the nose and wearing legionary armor, but there was no mistaking the face.

“Ugh,” I groaned. “This is going to be some kind of symbolic soul-searching quest, isn’t it?”

“That implies your soul is a swamp,” the girl pointed out. “Maybe you should get out more. You know, make some friends. Laugh once every few moons.”

I scowled. “I’m not taking advice about my social life from some sort of dubious Name vision.”

I tried to push myself up to a sitting position, but my fingers sunk deeper into the mud, and the rest of my body slowly followed. The sharp pain I immediately felt served as a reminder that there was still a sword jutting out of my chest.

“Oh, right,” the smug brat mused. “Let me get that for you.”

She jumped down from the stump, wading into ankle-high water to get to me. I was about to ask her to pull it out gently when I saw her look me over and pensively raise a foot.

“Don’t you dare,” I warned her. “Don’t you goddamn—”

She put her boot down onto my chest and closed her fingers around the grip, giving a hard push that dunked my head back into the scum water. I raised myself back into a sitting position a heartbeat later, retching out more of the disgusting water and really wishing I hadn’t been opening my mouth to cuss her out when she’d pushed me under.

“This is a pretty good sword,” she observed. “Goblin steel—better than the stuff they still allow at the market.”

“And that makes getting stabbed with it better, how?” I heaved.

“If it were rusty, you could have gotten lockjaw,” my doppelganger offered.

Not even a bell into joining up with the Dread Empire, and I was sitting half-drowned in a metaphorical swamp, getting made sport of by some sort of—probably evil—magical double. The Black Knight didn’t mention this part in his recruitment speech, I irritably thought to myself, trying to force my soaked hair into some semblance of order. I only then remembered to look at where a gaping wound in my chest should have been but found only my dirtied tunic. No pain, either. I wouldn’t get to escape this mess by bleeding out, then—small comfort.

“Might be wise to get onto the stump,” the other me said. “I’m pretty sure there’s snakes in the water.”

“That just figures,” I cursed, hastily getting on my feet and slogging my way out of the danger.

The doppelganger offered a hand to help me up, and I warily took it. Her only weapon was the sword I’d brought with me, the one that hadn’t cut my flesh, but I didn’t know if it would stay that way. I had no idea what the rules of this place were, or if there were any at all. Closing my eyes, I tried to think hard about a sunny meadow and waited a moment.

“What are you doing, exactly?” my own voice interrupted me.

“Are we still in a swamp?” I asked, keeping my eyes closed.

“Nah, it’s some sort of forest now.”

Hope welled up in my chest, and I opened my eyes to the smirking rictus of the doppelganger. Did I really look like that when I smirked? Huh. No wonder people in the Pit went for my face so often.

“You lied,” I acknowledged wearily, glaring at the smelly wetlands still surrounding me.

“You think?” the double drawled.

“Did I draw the short straw when they were assigning spirit guides or something?” I complained.

The doppelganger shot me an offended look.

“I’m a great spirit guide,” she said. “Ask me a question.”

I wiped my face with the back of my hand. “What can I do to end this quickly?”

Her perfectly plucked eyebrows rose. “Ask better questions.”

I snatched my sword back out of her hands with a glower. I didn’t have a scabbard to put it in, though, so I just rested the point on the stump and awkwardly leaned on it.

“Right, so not a guide then,” I grunted. “Are we going to have to fight? Because I’m not really feeling in the mood for anything but a bath right now.”

“I’m just here to point you to the next part, really,” the doppelganger said. “See that hill in the distance?”

I looked where she pointed, finding an upward slope of what seemed to be solid ground. There was also some sort of structure past it, and I squinted to make it out better. That was when she socked me in the jaw. Back into the water I went, landing with a splash and an aching mouth.

“Lied again,” the double cheerfully told me when I resurfaced. “We’re gonna fight.”

“I don’t know what part of me you’re supposed to represent,” I spat out, bringing up the sword I’d somehow managed to keep in hand, “but I’m going to drown you.”

“That’s the spirit,” she grinned, rolling her shoulders. “See what I did there? Spirit. It’s funny because I’m a—”

I took a swipe at her ankles, hoping she’d give me the satisfaction of being a bleeder, but she leaped onto another stump. A pun. Just when I’d thought she couldn’t sink any lower.

“In the interest of full disclosure,” the double continued, “I was also lying about the snakes. I know; I have a problem. You have one too, though, right behind you.”

My first instinct was to snarl that I wasn’t going to fall for that twice, but after a heartbeat, instead I stabbed blindly behind me. The blade hacked into flesh, and I spun to put more weight into it, eyes widening in surprise. The decomposing corpse that had been about to lay a hand on my shoulder fell into the water, still twitching, leathery skin pulled taut around rotting teeth.

“I have a zombie in my soul,” I forced myself to acknowledge, my voice sounding faint to my own ears. “Gods Above, maybe I do need to make some friends.”

“So,” the doppelganger called out from a tall branch she’d managed to hoist herself onto while I wasn’t looking. “Three guesses as to whether that’s the last one, and the first two don’t count.”

I glared at her.

“The only upside to this is that if you rise from the dead after I’m done with you, I’ll get to murder you twice,” I replied through gritted teeth.

“Meh,” she shrugged. “You’re all talk. If you weren’t, you would have stabbed Kojo when he called us a dog. We both know the Black Knight wouldn’t have stopped you.”

“Well,” I mused as I cast a wary eye out for anything else coming out of the waters, “at least now I’m sure you’re not the good twin.”

“Nah, she doesn’t come down here,” the double replied. “Says she doesn’t like the smell.”

Hells, were there really two of them? This just keeps on getting better. Nothing else seemed to be crawling out from below the surface, so I moved back toward the stump to get better footing. I didn’t like the idea of staying in the mulch; it seemed right up my double’s alley to have been lying about having lied about the snakes. Hopefully, I wouldn’t have to follow her into the branches. I wasn’t sure how she’d gotten up there, and I’d never been great at climbing trees—not like there were a lot of those in Laure.

“So that’s your trouble with me?” I prompted. “Not enough murdering people at the dinner table?”

She crouched on the branch, grinning down with pearly white teeth.

“My issue is that you’re a bleeding heart, Catherine,” she drawled. “You’ve got all those pretty notions about how things should be, but when the hard choices come, you’ll flinch. We have a chance to get some real power, but you’re going to choke on those good intentions.” She waved her hand theatrically. “That’s gonna end up with us actually bleeding from the heart, and I just can’t have that.”

“So I should just go around stabbing everyone I despise?” I replied. “That sounds like a winning plan.”

“If you had a winning plan, I wouldn’t mind.” The doppelganger smiled mirthlessly. “But you’re not trying to win; you’re trying to be right.”

“Bullshit,” I replied. “I’m here, aren’t I? I’m not trying to be a saint.”

“Nah, but you still think it matters to be good—to do it in a way that the Vestry still pats your head,” my double said. “Why else wouldn’t you say ‘fuck yes, please’ the moment Black offered us a way to get everything we want? Had to be done your way, but your way should start and end with ‘whatever works.’”

In a single, smooth movement, she leaped from the branch and barreled right into me. I was surprised enough that I couldn’t bring the sword up in time. Shit. Old Liam would have strapped me for letting my guard down like that. We splashed into the water—which was happening way too often for my tastes—as we clawed at each other, trying to make sure we ended up on top. She managed to edge me out but left her face open, so I rammed the side of her head on a jutting root. Yelping, she pushed me away and crawled to her feet as I did the same.

“Now that’s more like it.” She laughed, rolling her shoulder. “Swing that sword like you mean it!”

“You’re insane,” I growled. “There’s no point to this.”

“Hey, now you’re getting in on the puns too.” She smiled back. “You know, sword, point—”

Without ever shutting up, she flicked her wrist, producing a knife from somewhere in her sleeve. I know that knife. I’d owned it for less than two days, and already I would have recognized it anywhere. The first time I’d used it wasn’t something I’d ever forget.

“There’s only one choice in life, Squire,” my doppelganger said with a flash of teeth. “You can be someone who makes things happen, or someone things happen to. Let’s find out which you are, yeah?”

She came at me swinging. There was nothing practiced or elegant about it. She was just a girl with a sharp edge trying to claw out my throat. I stepped around her, letting her momentum carry her through as I swiped at her leg with the side of the blade. I wasn’t used to fighting on that kind of footing, and the blow landed awkwardly, bouncing off her steel greaves. I grit my teeth, promising myself I would be doing sword drills on muddy ground when I got out of this.

“Put your back into it, would you?” the double chided. “Otherwise, we’ll be at this all night.”

I breathed out, keeping a lid on my temper. I’d taunted people into making stupid mistakes often enough to recognize when someone was trying to do the same to me. The doppelganger leaned in with a quick half-step, blade headed straight for my throat, but the strike was too wild—too much strength behind it. The movements were wasteful. My fist impacted with her chin, and she rocked back, but she caught the side of my sword when I tried to bring it to bear. The sharp edge bit into the leather gloves she wore, drawing a thin trickle of blood as she stepped back and started circling me.

“First blood to me,” I said.

She laughed. “Last blood’s the only one that matters,” she replied, rushing forward again.

I was ready for her this time. I caught her wrist as it came down for my neck, fingers digging painfully into the cold, wet mail as I struggled to hold it back. She tried to headbutt me, but I lowered my face in time, and she rammed her forehead into the top of my head instead. She was the one who recoiled in pain, and that was the opening I needed. Awkwardly using the sword more like an oversized needle than a weapon, I rammed the point through her jugular. Blood sprayed out, and she fell to her knees, gasping. I looked down into her eyes coldly.

“My turn with the speeches,” I told her. “You lack focus, lack discipline. You’re just cutting away without any idea what to do after: All you can do is break things until you end up broken too.”

She gurgled out a laugh, a bloody smile stretching out her lips, mocking me even now.

“What are you laughing at?” I snarled.

“You didn’t flinch,” she rasped out and died.

She dropped all the way into the water, face-first, and I had to flip her over to rip my sword out. Threads of red seeped into the water, moving so quickly it looked like the life was fleeing her. I took a moment to catch my breath, clutching the sword. My free hand came up to wipe the sweat off my brow, though there was no salvaging the shirt and trousers that had been through the muck. I was not looking forward to the walk to the hill, but at least I wouldn’t be hounded all the way there. In the heartbeat that followed, the sound of parted waters was heard from up ahead as a silhouette emerged from the water, shambling upright. Then another. Then another.

It didn’t stop.

“Come on,” I shouted. “I didn’t even say it out loud!”


Chapter five
Role
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Where have all the good men gone? Graveyards, mostly.
—Dread Emperor Malevolent III, the Pithy

Running struck me as the better part of valor.

The first undead I’d put down had been a bit of a pushover, but there were more coming out of the water every moment, and fighting in the muck was going to get exhausting. I wasn’t sure what would actually happen if I died here, but Black’s last words were probably as much of a warning as they were sarcasm. One of the shamblers got close enough to reach for my arm, but it was ridiculously slow—small favors—so I hacked away at the head with a two-handed swing. The flesh and bone split like an overripe fig, and the thing went back down to wherever the Hells it had crawled out of, sinking into the water. I flicked a glance behind me and grimaced when I saw that even those few moments had been enough for the rest of the bastards to gain on me. There had to be at least fifty of them.

The swamp seemed intent on continuing to hemorrhage undead every time I blinked, so I definitely couldn’t afford to stay here. My mouth still tasted like scum water, so I spat to the side as I pulled my way up onto the stump, looking for a way out of this mess—somehow, I had a feeling that climbing up a tree and praying real hard wasn’t going to cut it. The structure in the distance hadn’t moved, and now that I could afford to take a closer look, I noticed it was shaped like a tower, though I couldn’t see how high up it went. What I could see was that the hill it stood on was outside the swamp and currently lacking my zombie friends. It was probably a trap, but I figured it was still better than getting torn apart by a horde of moaning idiots.

There was a flicker of movement at the corner of my eye, and I flinched as something tried to catch my foot. The edge of my sword caught the wrist halfway there, though, and I blinked in surprise as the undead recoiled with a shriek. I… shouldn’t have been able to do that. I was quick, but I knew exactly how quick I was; I’d learned it anew with every fresh set of bruises Liam left me to limp away with. I was intimately familiar with that hateful moment when you saw a hit coming but knew you wouldn’t be fast enough to block it, and this should have been one of those. Instead my body had reacted immediately, with no delay between the realization of the need to move and the movement itself.

“Name,” I whispered, a little awed.

I wasn’t even the Squire yet, and I wouldn’t be for a while if I’d understood the gist of what Black had said, but already I could do things like this? No wonder heroes were said to take on entire fortresses’ worth of soldiers and win. Silhouettes were already rising ahead, littering the way to the hill in an attempt to keep me surrounded, so I jumped back down into the swamp and got moving. The zombie who’d almost caught me had been entirely silent; it had emerged from the waters without a sound and gave no warning before it struck. Adding to that the way it had tried to slow me down instead of killing me? They were getting smarter about this. The longer I stayed here, the harder it would get. It also means my soul is being kind of a bitch about this, I thought to myself.

I rushed through the muck as fast as I could. Even here, it was only ankle-deep, so I was a little quicker than my pursuers but not by a wide enough margin to get comfortable. Another one rose from the mud to my right, so I darted around a tree to widen the space between us. I would have looked somewhat ridiculous, I imagined, if anybody had been around to see me. Even pushing myself, I was barely as quick as someone taking a walk on solid ground, and the slow-witted undead were only a threat because of their number—not exactly the kind of struggle poets wrote epics about. I managed to avoid them for what felt like an eternity before realizing that I was playing right into their hands.

I was exerting more energy going around them than I would if I actually fought them. The rivulets of sweat running down my neck were proof of that. Spitting out one of the grittier curses I’d overheard Dockside, I squared my shoulders and rammed myself straight into the knot of shamblers barring the way ahead.

I slammed the tip of the sword into the throat of the closest one, and it came free as I wrenched the blade out, but the other two were already on me. Something that looked like it might once have been a woman sank her teeth into my arm, and I hissed in pain. I knocked her loose, hitting her temple with the pommel of the sword as I struggled to keep the last one away with my free hand. The zombie gave, though several of her teeth remained stuck into my flesh. Could you get an infection from a Name vision? Gods, I hoped not. With a pair of measured swings, I cut away the reaching arm of the last undead as I ducked around the woman trying to bite me for a second time. The way was clear.

Clear enough for me to push through, at least. There was a fallen tree up ahead that allowed me to put more distance between us when I climbed up, but the wood was wet and the footing tricky. I slowed down yet still almost slipped. A glance at the hill told me I was maybe halfway there, so I gritted my teeth and got back to work. The bite wound on my arm throbbed, clinching my decision not to get into any more fights with packs of them. I wasn’t used to fighting multiple opponents, and I couldn’t afford to take a wound every time I wanted to hurry up.

I stuck to hacking down lone undead as I ducked and weaved through the mud and twisted trees, always keeping an eye on the hill; the last thing I needed was to get lost in this damned swamp. I took a scrape on the face when one of them jumped out from under a stump, fingernails clawing as I rammed the sword into its chest. It was light, but I’d been very lucky it hadn’t been higher up; I’d fought with blood in my eyes before, and that was a messy business. Thankfully, the closer I got to the hill, the thinner the crowd of undead became. There were fewer and fewer of them until, finally, they stopped rising entirely. By the time the water turned into mossy, wet earth, there were none in sight. Dropping to my knees, I leaned against a tree and took the chance to close my eyes for a moment.

Gods, I was exhausted.

The Pits hadn’t been like that at all. I’d only ever done one fight a day, and they’d never gone on this long. Was that what Liam had meant when he’d said a shield wall chewed up prodigies just as easily as sots? Those creatures had been clumsy and dumb, nothing compared to my matches in the pit, but they’d ground me down by sheer force of numbers. If I’d slipped up even once down in the waters, it would have been over.

“Fuck me,” I whispered. “Let’s hope the other one’s not as much trouble.”

Assuming my doppelganger hadn’t been lying about there being another out there.

I pushed myself all the way up to my feet and waited a while to fully catch my breath. Now I was close enough to get a good look at the hill and the tower made of white stone jutting from it, though it was not a kind I recognized. The tower kept going higher than I could see, all the way through the top of the trees. Hopefully, my soul wasn’t enough of a jackass to make it that I had to walk up stairs that high, though considering the kind of shit it had been putting me through so far, I wasn’t counting on it.

The way out of the outskirts of the swamp was quicker now that the ground was mostly solid. I took the long way around a handful of ponds just in case there was anything lurking in them, but to be honest, I was too happy not being dogged by the undead horde to care about the tediousness of getting out of the bog.

My first surprise came when I finally got past the trees. The tower kept going up all the way into the sky. There, it connected to a sea of clouds that went on as far as the eye could see. Somehow, the sun was still shining through them, the dew-touched grass beneath my feet almost glowingly green under the light. Urgh, just looking at that tower was putting that itch under my feet that I associated with my old fear of heights. I continued closing the distance, eyes on the structure, and let out a low whistle at the sight.

I could barely see where the stones of the tower started and the next one began; it would appear to be made of a single block of rock to anyone not taking too close a look. There was a yawning doorway squat in the middle, and there, the story got complicated.

A pair of armored knights stood by the entrance, perfectly still. I risked a few careful steps closer, every time pausing to see if they’d react but saw there was nothing at all under the silver armor. I raised a brow at that. Silver? That was the stupidest thing I could think to forge armor with, except maybe gold. Silver was soft metal; any halfway decent blade would cut through. The halberds they were holding were steel, though, and that’d run me through just fine. Warily, sword in hand, I kept an eye on their weapons and tried a step between them.

The halberds came down, barring my way in.

“Well,” I mused, “so much for the easy way.”

No answer; they were as still as the empty shells they were.

“There’d better not be an endless flood of you fellows inside,” I said, “because I’d like to believe my own damned soul is a little more original than that.”

“You don’t need to fight them,” a voice interrupted me. “You only need to leave that… thing outside.”

There was a woman standing just past the doorway, and for the second time, I got to have a look at an older version of myself. There was no scar on her this time, and now she wore pristine white robes instead of armor. No, I realized, the robes were just over it. The mail was just so pale I’d thought it was part of the cloth. Her hair was cut short in a way that had never suited me but fit her just fine; her face was more mature, the cheeks thinner, and her nose not as prominent. She was also glaring at my sword like it’d just been used to murder her entire extended family.

“That sounds like a great idea,” I dryly said. “Disarming myself when you’ve got your little friends there with the halberds.”

My new doppelganger frowned. “I have no weapons, and they will stay outside,” she replied.

“And I’m supposed to take your word on that?”

“If you want to enter the tower,” she told me.

I recognized the tone she was using. I’d used it quite a few times myself when I was letting someone know I wasn’t going to budge on something. Was it worth the risk? I didn’t know how hard it would be to put down the knights, and I wasn’t exactly at my best right now—the throbbing on my arm where I’d gotten bit was a constant reminder of that, never mind the weariness lingering in my limbs. The bog-bitch had implied this one was the “good” twin, so maybe taking a chance was the way to go. Still…

Moving quicker than I’d ever thought I could, I impaled the closest knight through the breastplate, pinning it to the surprisingly soft stone behind. I stepped away, hands raised in peace, as the other raised its halberd.

“Just like you asked, see?” I told the other woman with a smile.

Like Hells, I’d just fold. That ought to even the odds a bit if she turned on me.

My double’s frown deepened, but she conceded the point with a nod, stepping aside as I entered. The inside of the tower was empty except for a single seat in the middle of the room: old, gnarled wood, light brown and well-polished. Not that the tower felt empty, with the way its walls were covered in colorful mosaics. They depicted scenes from what I recognized to be my life—lessons at the orphanage, evenings at the Nest, and even fights in the Pit. The tower walls went all the way into the distance, ending in a breathtaking view of a blue sky, but past a certain point, the walls were blank. To make room for the rest of my life, maybe?

I squinted as I tried to make out one of the scenes higher up, but the lighting inside wasn’t good enough. I did have a guide, though, so I asked.

“That one,” I said, pointing at the object of my curiosity. “What does it show?”

The doppelganger shot me an unimpressed look. “That time you peeked at Duncan Brech through the cracks while he was changing,” she said.

I chuckled. “And that warrants an entire scene? He’s not that good-looking.”

Besides, if they were going to put that stuff up, they should also have added that time we all went swimming after the fair and Lily Wells took off her shift. I was pretty sure I’d stared at her longer than I ever had at Duncan.

Good Twin didn’t seem to share in my amusement. Ignoring me and heading for the chair, she claimed the seat solemnly, leaving me to stand around like a supplicant. I sighed. And here I’d gone, foolishly hoping that she wouldn’t be as much of a pain as the other one.

“So.” I spoke with forced cheer. “Out with it. Before I stabbed the other one, she took issue with how ‘soft-hearted’ I was. What’s the axe you’ve got to grind?”

I was probably too much of an asshole, which was fair. I had no intention whatsoever of changing, but fair.

“The axe we have to grind,” my double corrected calmly. “All that you see here, all that you’ve been through so far, comes from you. We are voicing your doubts, nothing more.”

“That makes me responsible for the bloody zombies, then?” I muttered. “That’s a whole new level of self-loathing.”

The other smiled mirthlessly. “You have this belief that nothing worth having can be had easily. Your adventure in the swamp is a reflection of that.”

Interesting, but not what I’d come here for. If I’d wanted to be lectured, I’d have taken a seat in the matron’s office and told her about my fighting in the Pit.

“Fascinating insight,” I told her flatly. “Changes everything. I don’t suppose that’s enough to knock off this part of the dream yet?”

A flash of anger went through her eyes, and I was viciously satisfied I’d gotten something other than condescension out of her.

“One would hope you’d take the fate of your soul a little more seriously, Catherine Foundling,” she thundered, her voice echoing in the empty tower.

“I would take this seriously if I thought what I learned here meant anything,” I replied, taking delight in remaining calm in the face of her anger. “But it doesn’t. It’s just a chore I have to get done before I return to consciousness and move on with my life.”

“Yes,” she said, forcing herself back into a semblance of serenity. “Your life as a villain in service to the Dread Empire of Praes.”

I frowned. “That was always the plan,” I reminded her. “Now I just get to skip a few steps by having a Name instead of slowly climbing the ranks in the Legions.”

“If you don’t understand how taking up a Role in the service of Evil changes everything, then you are a fool. You are binding yourself to the Dread Empire, to uphold its laws and champion its cause.”

“Not to put too fine a point on it”—I frowned—“but the Empire’s laws are the only laws at the moment. And let’s not pretend I’m going to champion anything I don’t want to champion because if you’re really part of my soul, you should know better than that.”

The doppelganger leaned forward, a fervent light in her eyes. “There is another law. The one you were taught by the Vestry: Do good, uphold right. Protect the innocent fighting for the cause of Good.”

“You want me to be a hero,” I slowly said. “That’s…”

There was no excuse. She looked even older than I did; she wasn’t a child of ten that might be forgiven for thinking that Good would inevitably save the day, Evil would perish, and it would all be all right once more.

“I don’t think I even have the words to tell you how stupid of an idea that is,” I said coldly. “Let’s forget for a moment that my body’s within a mile of at least two of the Calamities, though that should be enough in and of itself, and let’s look at the hard reality of it.”

I took a step forward. “Heroes try to ‘liberate’ Callow all the time. It doesn’t work.”

I took another step; I was shorter than her but somehow still loomed over her throne. “They try, maybe stir up a few towns south of the Peren Woods, but then they die. Assassin gets them, or the Legions, or even Black himself. Some foreign heroes don’t even make it into Callow before they get caught.”

“You’re already here,” she replied. “You know Laure; you know your people. All they need is someone to raise the standard, and they will rally.”

“They’ll riot,” I corrected. “And they’ll be dispersed. Then I imagine my head will look mighty righteous spiked alongside theirs above the city gates.”

“That is your answer?” she said, eyes blazing with anger as she rose to her feet. “That it would be too hard? Too hard not to become another tool of the Empire instead of doing the right thing?”

“I’m all for doing the right thing,” I replied flatly. “As long as it’s not also the dumb thing. Fighting the Legions with a mob is sheer idiocy. We’ll die, and worse than that we’ll die having accomplished nothing.”

“Better to do nothing than to do Evil,” she told me.

And that was where we parted ways, I realized. The other one down in the swamp, she’d thought that just killing everyone who deserved killing was going to be enough, but that was a child’s way of thinking. There were always going to be more people like Kojo—petty tyrants drunk on power and greed. Just removing them wasn’t enough; you had to change the machinery behind them, the same machinery that let them rise so high in the first place. Otherwise, all you’d done was make an empty seat for another one of his breed to sit on.

This one, though, she thought that just being Good was enough. That because you were doing the right thing, you’d win in the end, the villains would be sent packing, and everyone would rejoice. That wasn’t what happened in real life. Sometimes you couldn’t beat evil—or Evil—and the only way to change things was to be patient and clever.

“Doing nothing is worse than being Evil,” I said, striding forward. “Getting people killed because you won’t compromise, it’s worse than being Evil. I’m going to change things—maybe not all of them, but enough. And if that means getting my hands dirty, I can live with that. I don’t have to be a good person to make a better world.”

She opened her mouth, but I was already on her, and my fingers closed around her throat.

“No,” I growled. “You’ve said enough, and we are done here.”

She fought, but I fought harder.
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For the second time in two days, I woke up in a room I didn’t know.

Hopefully, the passing out wasn’t going to be a staple of my tenure with the Empire because it was already starting to get old. The bed I was in was more fit for a family of four than my own meager frame, and by the feel of it, I’d been tucked in under actual silk sheets. Well, now. We’re a long way from the orphanage, aren’t we, Catherine Foundling? I sighed and allowed myself to luxuriate in the feeling of the sheets for a moment, laying my head back on the pillows and refusing to open my eyes. I actually felt… surprisingly good, except for the dull throbbing where I’d gotten bit during the dream.

My senses felt sharper, like I’d just gotten a really good night’s sleep instead of gone through a Name vision of dubious symbolism. After a few breaths, the novelty of it faded, and I pushed myself up, startling the servant—a young man, Callowan in coloring and wearing the palace livery—tidying up by the window where the sun was filtering in.

“Lady Foundling.” He bowed, looking as if he’d gotten caught with his hand in a jar full of honey. “My apologies; I did not mean to wake you.”

“Lady Foundling,” I repeated, bemused. “Fancy that. If I’d known all I needed to do to become a noble was stab someone in a dream, I’d have done it a while back.”

The servant looked rather alarmed at that, though he took pains not to let it show too obviously.

“Lord Black left orders that he be informed as soon as you woke, my lady,” the man said, keeping his eyes fixed on the floor. “I beg your leave to do so. Clothes have been laid out for you by the bath.”

A bath? I hadn’t expected to fall into the lap of luxury this soon after going bad, but I wasn’t complaining.

“You”—I gestured vaguely—”go and do that, I guess.”

The servant excused himself again and left the room after a bow, closing the door behind him.

“Lady Foundling,” I repeated, chuckling to myself.

The title seemed more like a bad joke than anything else. Foundling wasn’t a real surname; it was what they slapped next to an orphan’s name on the ledger when they got dropped off. There were hundreds of Foundlings in Laure alone, thousands across Callow. Making it a noble address was like putting a coat on a pig.

The siren call that was the mention of a bath got me on my feet, sliding off the bed with another small sigh of pleasure. I really needed to look into getting sheets like those if I ended up settling down anywhere while I was the Squire.

I padded to the window on bare feet, shedding the now sweat-soaked shirt I’d been put to bed wearing and dropping it on the floor. I’d never taken to wearing breast bindings—never was curvy enough to need them since whichever of my parents had been Tiraithe had cursed me with their typical slender frame.

My parents, huh? It’d been a while since I’d thought about them. I had no idea who they’d been—were, for all I knew—since Mire House didn’t keep records for me to break into. I’d been dropped off a while after the Conquest, though, so probably not a dead soldier’s child.

The view out of the window was lovely; it overlooked a well-tended garden of sculpted hedges and exotic flowers. There were a few gardeners already at work, but I didn’t really care if one of them got a look through the window. There’d been so little privacy in the dormitories that I’d gotten over that sort of shyness long ago. I ran pensive fingers against the window panes, enjoying the way the colored glass turned my fingers green and red. Must be imported. The Glassblowers’ Guild didn’t do work like this; they’d never cracked coloring glass, so it likely came from the Principate of Procer out west.

The servant had mentioned my freshly acquired teacher’s order that he be told when I woke, so, after a moment, I moved toward the doorway facing the bed. I’d never had a chance to use a real bathtub before, so I wanted to make the most of it. The other room was all paneled wood and pink marble, with instead of a copper tub a large pool that appeared to be a Miezan bath. Huh. Didn’t think those got popular here before the Praesi came. I dipped a toe in the water and found it just short of boiling. I raised an eyebrow. Hopefully, there was a spell involved in keeping it at that temperature because otherwise, it would have been an outrageous waste of wood.

I slipped out of the trousers and threw them out the doorway. There were marble benches under the water, so I slid onto one and rested my back against the edge of the bath. It must have been built for people taller than me because the water came up to my neck. The warm water felt like the best thing in the world after the last few days, and I dunked myself in just to feel it envelop me whole. I emerged a little ways off and came face to face with a handful of small glass vials.

They were clear, so I could see they were full of salts and oils. I grabbed the closest one and took off the cap, bringing it up to my nose for a whiff—something herbal. Lavender, maybe? I’d never really taken an interest in herbalism. I shrugged and poured a little over my back, rubbing it in and spilling some in the water for good measure. A few moments later, I was positively reeking of the stuff, so I’d likely been a little heavy-handed. I dunked myself back under the water to rinse it off before deciding that was quite enough indulgence for the day. The promised clothes were neatly folded on the other side of the bath, so I paddled in that direction.

I hoisted myself out and grabbed the clean linen laid out next to them, eyeing what I’d been provided curiously: thick leather breeches made from the skin of an animal I wasn’t familiar with and a white woolen shirt. The new addition was the thick padded jacket that looked like it would reach my knees. I’d seen Sergeant Ebele come in wearing one a few times. She’d called it an aketon. Legionaries wore them under chainmail to prevent chafing. Looks like I’m going to be getting armor soon.

It was surprisingly easy to put on, designed so I could tighten the laces in the front without anyone’s help. I suppose it’d be absurd for the Squire to require a squire of her own. When I went back to the bedroom it was to find there was another occupant. The Black Knight was lounging on an ornate chair by a Proceran bureau I hadn’t even noticed, idly flipping through a book. He raised an eyebrow when he saw me.

“It suits you,” he commented.

“It’s summer,” I grunted back. “I’m going to cook alive.”

A moment later, my memory of him resurfaced, and I pointed an accusatory finger. “You. You jackass! You stabbed me.”

He seemed to ponder that for a moment before shrugging. “Only a little bit,” he replied.

I’d never wanted to deck someone in the face more than I did that man at that moment. “That’s what you’re going with?” I growled. “Only a little bit?”

“If the fact that you’re not screaming and bleeding out of your eyes is any indication,” he mentioned, “then it was a complete success.”

“That was an option?” I asked faintly. “You could have mentioned that before.”

“Yes,” he admitted frankly. “I could have.”

Fucking villains. Even if I was technically one now, fucking villains.

“Just to make sure, the swamp and horde of undead, that’s normal, right?” I asked, seating myself at the edge of the bed.

His eyebrow rose even higher. “Swamp? Unusual. I went through a labyrinth myself, though I’m told the experience tailors itself to the person going through it.”

Gods, it was kind of depressing that the best my soul could come up with was scum water and zombies.

“I’d consider it a good thing that your experience was martial in nature,” he told me. “Your Name’s abilities should follow suit.”

“Well, that’s something, at least,” I said. “I’m not feeling all that different, which I’m guessing means I’m not the Squire yet?”

“About halfway there, as much as these things can be measured,” Black replied. “There are other contenders, but none of them should be quite so far along.”

“Other contenders?” I repeated.

“Close your eyes,” the Black Knight instructed. “Focus. You should feel something in the back of your mind, akin to someone watching you.”

I obeyed. For the first few moments, there was nothing, but after a while, there was… a sensation. It wasn’t like he’d said; it was more like an itch that wasn’t quite on my skin but still belonged to me. I frowned and tried to push against the feeling. It unfolded on me.

“Three others,” I said, opening my eyes. “And some fourth thing that’s not quite the same.”

He nodded, seeming pleased. “Try to keep your finger on the pulse of that feeling as much as possible from now on.”

“Why?”

He smiled. “Because, as of this moment, they all want to kill you.”


Chapter six
Aspect
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Funny, isn’t it? No matter what language they speak, everyone sounds the same when you pull out their fingernails.

—Dread Emperor Foul III, “the Linguist”

The pile of books slammed against the table.

My gaze swept down, taking in the titles on the histories of Callow: The Chronicle of Crowns and what looked like a rare complete version of Three Centuries. There were also books on the history of Praes, including a few of the Haunted Scholar’s very controversial works. Seeing the first three volumes of The Most Illustrious Histories of the Inimitable Dread Empire of Praes made me wince, though. I’d skimmed the first, and it was unreadable. The authors seemingly could not stop themselves from verbally fellating Praesi greatness every two paragraphs, even when writing about wars the Dread Empire had pretty blatantly lost.

“I’m assuming you want me to read those and not, say, bludgeon someone to death with the pile?” I asked dryly.

“Very perceptive of you,” Black said. “We will be leaving this afternoon, but before we do, it is best to go over the shape of your days for the foreseeable future.”

“And apparently, that shape involves…” I peered a little closer at one of the books near the bottom. “A close look at Praesi agricultural practices.” I paused. “Are you sure I can’t get you to reconsider the bludgeoning thing?”

The Black Knight frowned. “Dry reading, I will concede, but necessary.”

Considering I’d never seen a farm in my life, and I doubted he’d ever done more than ride past one, that was one statement I wasn’t willing to take on faith.

“Are we going to be doing a lot of farming in the next months?” I challenged. “Have you ever even been on a farm?”

He shot me an amused look. “I was raised on one, as a matter of fact. My father was a freeholder in the Green Stretch.”

I didn’t need to think to place the name, no matter how long it’d been since my geography lessons. The Green Stretch was what they called the crescent of fertile land in the Wasteland, right past the Blessed Isle. I’d heard that it was the only part of Praes where people intermarried with Callowans and the mixed peoples of the Reach, which made sense, given my teacher’s distinctly pale skin tone. Still, the idea of the leader of the Calamities plowing a field was all sorts of hilarious. No doubt those fields had been oppressed like none before them.

“Freeholder,” I repeated after a moment, trying out the unknown word. “That’s different from a regular sort of farmer, then?”

Black claimed a space on the bench across from the table. The banquet hall was just as deserted as it had been two nights ago. I’d apparently slept through a whole day and managed to miss Kojo’s hanging for my trouble; now, the polished wood tables in the hall had long been cleared of food and plates. I’d already set aside the hearty breakfast the palace kitchens had provided me after wolfing down two servings and half a pot of tea. Name visions apparently worked up quite an appetite. I took the high road and decided not to comment on the fact that Black had a cup of wine in hand and Noon Bell hadn’t even rung.

“Land in Praes is usually owned by the nobility, as was the case in Callow,” he explained. “Those who work the land do so as workers, with no right or pretense of ownership.”

Which was natural enough. Nobles owned the land; everyone else just used it. All the Praesi had changed after the Conquest was stripping some Callowan nobles of their lands and consolidating them into imperial governorships, which the governors ruled much as a noble would.

“And the Green Stretch is different?”

“The nobility has no claim to it.”

I raised an eyebrow. Huh. “Then who owns the land?” I asked.

“The Tower, in a general sense,” he said.

“So, it’s just like the old Fairfax lands,” I slowly said. “A royal demesne.”

Or imperial, in this case.

He shook his head. “The freeholder pays a fee when taking possession of the land, in exchange for which they are considered the legal owner until death,” Black replied. “At which point it reverts to the Tower. In practice, the region is ruled by town councils and appointed officials.”

I cocked my head to the side.

“That doesn’t sound very Praesi,” I said slowly. “And the Stretch is supposed to be the best farmlands in Praes, right? Why would no one rule it?”

“Precisely because it is the breadbasket of Praes,” Black said. “The north of the Wasteland barely produces enough grain to feed itself, much less sell a surplus, and the south is a desert. Any noble with significant holdings in the Green Stretch would be able to starve the Empire at will.”

Ah. That made a little more sense than the Tower suddenly realizing its deep and abiding love for farmers. The folk tilling the land would see any noble trying to claim land in the Stretch as an enemy since being ruled by one would be a worse deal than what they’d already gotten. It was a halfway clever way to ensure the locals would never want one of the High Seats to come in, which I figured was the point of that. The more I learned about Praes, the more it seemed like a small sack full of angry wet cats. I’d known it was not without factions with the way the Legions had been at odds with Kojo’s lot, but it looked like it ran much deeper than that.

I was beginning to wonder how many of the blunders in the way Callow was being run came not from stupidity but the need to appease High Seats. How could a woman with Empress Malicia’s reputation tolerate her hand being forced by the greed of idiots?

“Why are there even High Lords anymore?” I finally asked him. “I mean, they’re the obvious contenders for the throne, so why hasn’t the empress killed them all and turned the entire Empire into freeholds? The way you were with Kojo, it seems like you’d be all for riding that horse.”

Black’s fingers drummed against the table thoughtfully. “After we won Malicia’s Succession—the civil war that enthroned her—I advised her as much,” he said frankly.

I hid my surprise.

“If I’d had my way”—he smiled—”we would have nailed the lot of them alive to the gates of their little kingdoms and broken the aristocracy so thoroughly there would not be a noble in Praes for another thousand years.”

“Yet here they are, standing distinctly un-nailed,” I said.

“She disagreed,” he told me. “Argued that the ensuing chaos would destabilize and weaken Praes for decades. That since there would always be opposition to her reign, it was better to know who her enemies were —and that she could beat them if she needed to.”

The way he spoke the words was strange. He wasn’t espousing the position himself, merely parroting someone else’s opinion—the lack of conviction showed.

“You still think it should have been done,” I half-guessed.

“Yes,” he agreed. “But she has always seen more clearly through the politics than I do, so I am trusting her judgment. I do have a certain tendency to try to… simplify problems.”

Meaning that he wanted to nail said problems alive to the gates of their “little kingdoms.” Weeping Heavens, the image…

He’d mentioned a superior during his recruitment speech, and our conversation was making it clear who that person was. Not that there’d ever been any doubt. Legionaries at the Rat’s Nest spoke of the Black Knight with affection, but they spoke of Dread Empress Malicia with awe.

“There will be other times to discuss the inner workings of the Empire,” Black said. “Preferably after your readings have acquainted you with the basics of its cultures. Your priority will be these three books.”

He gently tapped the spine of three particularly beat-up-looking manuscripts near the middle of the pile. One of them bore script I didn’t recognize; it looked more like those magical glyphs mages used than letters. But the other two were in common lettering. Two words: The first one read Ecane, the other one Maniram—both languages, one of which I was already learning. It surprised me he would place learning the tongues of the Sanke and the Taghreb, broadly speaking the northern and southern Praesi peoples, as a priority.

“I thought the main tongue in the Empire was Lower Miezan?” I asked.

It was the tongue we were using for this conversation and the only one I spoke fluently. It was the only one I’d ever needed in Laure. I’d had some lessons in Old Miezan, but that was a purely written language now. The Tiraithe in the north still spoke the same tongue they’d spoken since before the birth of the Old Kingdom, and some of the lands in southern Callow still dabbled in Ealdsen dialects, but everyone in Callow understood Lower Miezan.

“It is,” Black agreed. “Lower Miezan became the leading language when we were a Miezan province. But most Praesi are raised to Ecane or Maniram first and then Lower Miezan second. If you are ever to command our soldiers, you must understand their true native tongues—if only so you know what they’re saying when they are using them.”

I grunted in acknowledgment, irritated. He had a point, and I’d been learning Ecane the last two years because I figured I would need it in Ater, but despite my efforts, that’d been a slow-going thing. Starting on two entirely new languages at the same time wasn’t a prospect I relished.

“What’s the third one?” I asked instead of continuing to bask in my disgruntlement. “Those look like glyphs.”

“They are written Kharsum, so I would have been most surprised if you could read them.”

“Kharsum,” I repeated in disbelief. “You want me to learn orcish?”

“Kharsum,” he corrected me sharply. “Remember the proper name. And it is not the only orc tongue, only their most common dialect.”

“Am I learning goblin too while I’m at it?” I complained.

Black smiled mirthlessly. “I have worked with goblins for over fifty years, Catherine, and I still do not know enough of their language to hold a conversation. They do not teach it to outsiders.”

Curiosity pushed aside my indignation for a moment, though it was a close thing. “So they all, what, speak other people’s tongues?”

“Even goblins from the most backward tribes are bilingual by the time they can walk,” the Black Knight informed me. “On average, they speak four languages—most Matrons speak seven, including a few who can speak Chantant.”

The most common of the Proceran languages.

“That’s insane,” I said. “The amount of time it must take…”

“Is less than you’d think if you start young enough,” he cut in. “Besides, you have an advantage none of them do.”

Did I? That was news.

“If you say ‘a talented teacher,’ I won’t be held responsible for my actions,” I warned him.

He chuckled. “No, though that is an advantage. Unless I am mistaken, one of your three aspects will make this easier on you.”

I started in surprise. “You mean that whole ‘three sins’ thing is actually true?” I asked.

He cocked his head to the side. “Three sins?” he repeated, sounding somewhere between puzzled and curious.

“And on all those who take up the banner of Evil, the Heavens will bestow three sins, planting the seed of their downfall in the name of justice,” I quoted from memory.

“Vestry priests do have a way with words,” he noted. “And what do heroes get if not sins?”

“Three virtues,” I replied.

Virtues which let them “forever triumph.” Given that I’d been raised with the Tower’s red and black banner flying above the palace that’d once belonged to House Fairfax, I’d taken that particular sermon with a grain of salt.

“Of course they do,” he said, sounding more entertained than offended.

“So ‘aspects’ instead of sins,” I mused. “I can buy that. What are they for?”

“They are your Name manifest,” he told me, tone growing serious. “They change from one incarnation of the Name to the next to some extent, but some aspects are common. Conquer is a staple of the Name of Black Knight, for example.”

“That means what, exactly?” I asked with a healthy dose of skepticism. “That you’re real good at conquering things?”

“The more closely attuned you are to your aspects, the larger the portion of your Name’s power you can access.” He smiled. “So, when ‘conquering things,’ as you so aptly put, I become more of what I am.”

“So why aren’t you always conquering something, then?” I asked. “It would make you pretty much invincible.”

“That particular brand of logic has been popular with many of my predecessors,” he agreed. “But in the end, there is only so much power to access, and staying deep in your aspects tends to narrow one’s vision. Not to mention the other side of the equation.”

He raised an eyebrow at me, inviting me to catch on.

“Heroes,” I said. “Why do I have a feeling that for every Name with Conquer in it, there’s also one with Protect?”

“Because I rarely suffer the company of fools?” he suggested.

I gave him a flat look. “Please, sir, there’s no need to gush. I’ll get embarrassed,” I deadpanned.

He didn’t manage to sip quite quickly enough to hide the smile.

“So what are my aspects, then?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Most will not be formed yet. Learn is a typical aspect of Squires; I had it when I held the Name myself, which is why I believe that throwing you off the proverbial cliff when learning languages will yield the best results,” he said.

So he wasn’t being entirely unreasonable about this. Still… orcish?

“I didn’t even know orcs had a written language,” I admitted, eyeing the not-glyphs inscribed on the book’s spine.

“It predates most written tongues on this continent,” he commented. “The arrival of the Miezans set them back centuries in that regard.”

That had been the problem with the Miezans, as far as I could tell. They’d built amazing structures and done wonders with magic that no one had managed since, but they’d had this nasty tendency to stomp down on subdued peoples to make sure they didn’t rebel. Orc slaves had been a prized commodity of the late empire with the way they could handle larger amounts of hard labor, and the clans that didn’t like their children being taken away had the screws turned on them—sometimes all the way to extinction. If the First Licerian War hadn’t sparked before they could solidify their hold beyond central Callow, I wasn’t sure what my homeland would look like today.

“At least tell me I’m going to be learning something that’s actually interesting,” I pleaded.

He snorted. “Readings will be done on your own time,” he informed me. “As of tomorrow, you’ll be waking up at dawn for sword lessons with either myself or Captain.”

I grinned. Now that I was looking forward to. “A much softer sell, this one.”

He shot me an amused look. “I expected as much. After your midday meal, you’ll have until Afternoon Bell to yourself. Between that and Evening Bell, I’ll be handling the aspects of your education that can’t be learned from books.”

That was also sounding promising.

“And that means?”

He hummed.

“We’ll be traveling this afternoon, so I suppose now would be the best time to have today’s lesson. Grab your knife; we must see about getting you a proper mount.”

Walking around in an aketon was an unusual experience.

I’d gotten used to the heat quickly enough, though the accompanying sweat I could have done without. The sensation of having a thick layer of protection covering me from my neck to my knees was surreal. Some part of me wanted to throw myself at a wall just to see if I’d bounce, though rationally, I knew I wouldn’t. It was my second time making my way through the halls of power of my native city, so I made a point of taking in the scenery as I followed Black through the maze of corridors. Tapestries of hunts and battles hung off the walls wherever paintings did not, and I noted with quiet amusement that no one had seen fit to take down the ones depicting victories of Callowan royals over the Empire.

There was even one particularly glorious one that depicted Dread Emperor Nefarious getting his ass whipped by the Wizard of the West during his failed invasion on the very same Fields of Streges where twenty years later, Black had inflicted a crushing defeat on Callow. I somehow doubted Nefarious had actually dropped his crown while fleeing the battle, but the sight of the woven scene warmed my heart anyway. There were colored wood panels elaborately carved around the edges that covered most of the walls, but they turned to bare stone as the Black Knight led me toward the western wing.

“So we’re headed to the stables,” I said.

He didn’t seem particularly inclined to conversation at the moment, but when had that ever stopped me?

“We are,” he replied absently. “The royal stables no longer provide for the king’s personal retinue of knights, so they are not as well stocked as they once were, but we should find what we need regardless.”

“I feel like I should point out I’ve never ridden a horse,” I provided helpfully. “I don’t think I’ve even gotten closer than a stone’s throw to one.”

He glanced at me sideways as we passed the threshold of what seemed to be an annex to the kitchens, though a ridiculously spacious one.

“That is a suspiciously specific unit of measurement,” he said after a moment.

“Wanted it to kick a guard,” I admitted shamelessly. “Poor sap.”

He raised an eyebrow. “The guard?”

“The horse, of course,” I said. “The guard was asking for it.”

The shadow of a smile flitted across his face as we entered a paved courtyard—the sudden transition into sunlight blinding me for a moment. But not, I noted, as long as it would have a week ago. A heartbeat hadn’t even passed before I’d gotten used to the change, and the oddity of it sent a shiver up my spine that had nothing to do with sweat. I’m not even the Squire yet.

“You’ll also see better in the dark,” Black murmured from my side. “Though not as well as goblins do.”

“The number of unsettling realizations I can stomach for the day is running out,” I informed him.

He hummed. “Perhaps you won’t enjoy your lesson very much, then.”

“Well, wasn’t that ominous,” I deadpanned. “Are you going to leave this unaddressed like the funny line about people wanting to kill me? Because I’m still waiting for an explanation on that one.”

“All things in due time,” he replied with a serene smile I really wanted to take a hammer to.

I smelled the royal stables before I saw them; manure and animals had a distinct stench to them, especially in large concentrations. You’d think that by now, a mage would have figured out a spell to get rid of the stench of shit. The stables, a long row of stalls where upwards of fifty horses were barred in, were made of the same gray granite as the rest of the palace. There was a groom feeding a stallion some hay in the distance, but he took a single look in our direction and made himself scarce. Clever man.

“So, a gelding?” I prompted as we got close enough for me to have a look at the mounts. “I hear they’re easiest to ride for beginners.”

I didn’t know much about horses, but you couldn’t be Callowan and not know at least a little. The horses I saw in the stalls had little to do with the ones I’d seen in the streets pulling carts, though. They were bigger and taller—warhorses instead of workhorses. Some of them had pretty distinct appearances, presumably some of the breeds Callow had once been famous for, but for the life of me, I couldn’t name any. Callow’s cavalry had been famous once upon a time, but given how the knights had been slaughtered during the Conquest and their orders were disbanded afterward, they weren’t something you saw much anymore.

“The horse’s temperament will not be an issue,” Black replied. “I was informed that one of the Bedlam chargers had taken sick, but—ah, there he is.”

He opened the stall, revealing a horse whose dark chestnut coat was matted with sweat. I guessed he must have been over five feet tall when standing, but it was hard to tell with him lying down. His eyes were closed, and he was breathing unevenly.

“I’m not going to have to nurse it back to health, am I?” I asked warily.

It was a beautiful animal, but I knew nothing about horses, and I’d rather not end up killing my first mount through a stupid mistake that someone better acquainted with the species wouldn’t have made.

“The stablemaster gives him one chance in three to last the month,” he told me. “It has a bad case of pigeon fever.”

I shot him a questioning look.

“Abscesses under the skin. A painful way to die.”

I grimaced. Now that I was taking a closer look, I could see he was thin. There was a glimpse of his rib bones through his coat, and if I wasn’t mistaken, his chest was swollen.

“So… you want me to heal it?” I asked.

I knew some Names could do that—bring back people on the brink of death or so wounded, even Light-wielding Vestry priests could do nothing. Sometimes, even those beyond that brink. Resurrection was the sole province of heroes, though, and I’d been under the impression that healing was something only Above’s champions could wield. Black shook his head.

“You are going to kill it.”

I blinked in surprise as the words took a moment to sink in. “I’m going to what?”

“You did not mishear me,” the man calmly replied.

“Look, if this is some kind of test… I already offed two people this week and seriously considered a third, so I really don’t see the point in—”

“We will then raise it from the dead,” Black continued evenly as if I hadn’t interrupted.

I was too taken aback to manage a proper glare. “This is wrong,” I finally managed to get out. “Necromancy? That’s…” I trailed off, hesitating.

“Evil,” he finished. “Yes, Catherine. That is the side you’re standing on now. That is the choice you have made.”

I tried to muster a response to that, but my thoughts were too scattered. I wasn’t sure why killing a horse I’d never seen before somehow struck me as more morally wrong than slitting the throat of two actual human beings, but it did. They’d been horrible people, sure, but they’d still been people. The Vestry waffled on whether animals had souls in any meaningful way, so killing one wasn’t necessarily a sin, but…

“Fuck. You could have given me a softer in than jumping straight to raising the dead,” I said through gritted teeth, hesitant and hating I felt that way. “You know… let me dip my toes in with cackling and monologues before taking the leap.”

“Monologues are for amateurs,” Black informed me. “If you have the time to speak, you have the time to end the fight.”

He then met my eyes.

“And this is a ‘soft in,’ Catherine,” he said. “You are not meddling with the horse’s soul, merely animating its body with necromantic energy. Morally speaking, it is no different from felling a tree to make a cart; you are making a means of transportation out of something that used to be alive.”

And naturally, it was just a coincidence that my first lesson involved me breaking one of those unspoken Callowan taboos—not to meddle with the dead. Centuries of Praesi raising our corpses and turning them on us had left my people with strong opinions about how dead bodies were to be treated.

“You’re skipping the part where I’m killing him first,” I said.

The dark-haired man shrugged. “He would die anyhow,” he pointed out. “If anything, you are saving him from weeks of suffering by putting him out of his misery now.”

“So why didn’t you just have the Blackguards bring in some dead horse if any corpse will do?” I asked.

The words had left my mouth unbidden, but on second thought, I wasn’t sure whether that would be better or worse. It’d be easier to distance myself from the whole thing if I’d never seen the animal alive, but I’d also feel like an actual necromancer. You know, some madman in a run-down tower having his minions bring him bodies to make unholy abominations out of. The kind of man some Knight Errant slew to save a village girl or that a righteous Priestess struck down in indignation.

“You would not be able to raise it,” Black informed me. “You are too fresh a claimant on your Name to manage something of the sort. A connection to the corpse is needed. Besides, a better-quality corpse will make for better undead.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, my fingers closing around the handle of the knife at my hip. I’d always known I’d need to cross some lines to get ahead in the Empire. Gods, I’d as good as renounced any chance of getting into the Heavens after I died just by claiming a Name on the wrong side of the fence, so this was positively trifling in comparison. Like felling a tree to make a cart, I told myself, the words coming as cold comfort. They were not my own, after all, no more than the Book’s had ever been. I opened my eyes.

“Will it be painful?” I asked. “For the horse, I mean.”

“It will not even wake,” Black replied.

I knew people who hadn’t died half that peacefully, and I didn’t have to like something to do it.

“What do I need to do?” I surrendered, letting go of the knife.

“Lay your hand on his coat,” the Knight instructed. “I’ll do most of the work; you need only get a feel for what is happening.”

I knelt in front of the horse, awkwardly reaching for the side of his neck. He didn’t even stir. Black crouched by me and laid a single finger on the horse’s forehead, narrowing his eyes almost imperceptibly. There was no crackling of energy or flash of light. This isn’t magic, I thought, not the way mages use it anyway. Then, suddenly, there was a weight pushing down on my shoulders. The horse went cold, the sensation of him against my fingers giving me goosebumps.

The way it felt was… hard to describe. I’d gone swimming at one of the shallower beaches of the Silver Lake last summer. And that day, the sun had been pounding down all afternoon, so the waters close to the surface had been pleasantly warm, but the depths my feet reached had still been cool.

It felt a little like that—as if the warm waters were the rest of Creation and my body was submerged in the depths. The power didn’t feel twisted or unnatural the way I would have expected Evil at work to. It was just other in some fundamental way.

“Can you feel it? His life.”

I frowned, for I did not. Sifting through the cool, creeping shade I searched for anything that might fit his description, finding at the heart of the dark something like a candle’s flame. Small, fragile. But a breath away from guttering out.

“I feel it,” I whispered.

“End it,” the Black Knight said.

I almost asked him how, but there was instinct itching away at me and I… It was like moving a limb, exerting will over that power. It welcomed me eagerly, and in my mind’s eye I closed my fingers around that candle flame. Snuffed it out, softly and silently.

The horse took his last breath, then stilled.

Black’s brow furrowed. “And now for the tricky part. Stay within the power, do not withdraw. You must learn how it is done.”

The power inside the horse tightened like a rope in response to the Black Knight’s will, my own but a thread taken along for the ride, and the carcass twitched. My fingers dug into the corpse’s flank as I focused all my attention on what was happening, willing myself not to miss a single moment. There was a sharp pricking sensation on my palm that felt as if I’d been jabbed by a needle, and suddenly, my awareness of the corpse unfolded like a sixth sense. I could feel the cords that animated it, and they were mine as much as any of my fingers. I willed it, and the body rose to its feet.

I didn’t know how horses were supposed to move—how their limbs were supposed to work. But the carcass did, and I drew on that knowledge. Some instinct still lingered in there, like a shadow of what it had been while alive, and that shadow was now bound to me.

“Well done,” the dark-haired man murmured as he rose to his feet.

I realized with a start I was already up. When had that happened?

“It will need a name,” Black prompted me.

I pondered that for a moment. I could name it something heroic or inspiring, but that would have been something of a lie of sorts, a denial of what I’d just done. Call a spade a spade.

“His name,” I announced, “is Zombie.”


Chapter seven
Ride
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A single strike separates a champion from a corpse.
—Praesi proverb

There were a few affairs to settle before we left.

I had word sent to Harrion and Old Liam that I’d come into coin and was leaving Laure, owing at least that much to the two of them. The owner of the Rat’s Nest had taken a chance on me when few others would have, and I might have paid Liam good coin to learn the sword from him, but it’d not been without risks on his part. There were some under Kojo who might have frowned on even a retired soldier from the Royal Guard teaching someone how to fight. The Black Knight offered to notify Matron Nelter, though as far as I could tell, Scribe was the one who actually handled it. To Booker, I sent nothing, because that was exactly what I owed her.

When I declined the offer to return to the orphanage to make farewells, I received a simple nod from Black but was afterward intercepted by a concerned Captain.

“It would not reflect badly on you to say farewell to friends,” she said, cornering me in the hall. “If that’s your worry, I assure you there’s nothing to it.”

It might have been intimidating to be cornered by such a large woman if she hadn’t looked like she thought she was being discreet. She stood taller than the hallway’s tapestries even when she was hunched over, which made the attempt hilarious and almost sad.

I shook my head at her. “There’s no one I need to give farewells to,” I said. “I had no close friends, ma’am.”

Which was not strictly true, but it was less embarrassing than admitting I’d not had any friends at all. Between the regular rule-breaking, ignoring lessons I had no use for, and disappearing for long stretches, I’d not been the most popular of girls. I was not a complete pariah, though. Whenever there’d been large outings at fairs or meet-ups with the boys’ orphanages, I’d not been excluded, but the choices I made had killed the few attempts other girls had made to get closer to me.

It didn’t help that I’d kept both my time at the Rat’s Nest and the Pit quiet, knowing the matron might try to lock me up at night if she ever heard about either.

There wasn’t much left of my life to talk about when you cut those out.

Captain gave me a look I didn’t recognize at first, but when I did, my cheeks flushed.

“It is never too late to make some,” Captain gently said. “And call me Sabah, Catherine. You are Amadeus’s apprentice now; you have the right.”

It burned a little to be pitied by a famous villain, but not as much as the knowledge that she wasn’t wrong to.

It was a relief when we finally set out, taking one of the lesser gates in the middle of the night and leaving with the same lack of fanfare Black had entered the city with.
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There were a hundred small roads coming out of Laure, but only three were really worth a second look.

The Westway, the Old King’s Road and then the one we took, which alone of the three had not been built by Callowans. The Southway, also known as the Tower Road—and to some brave drunks as Black’s Pecker—had been built by the Praesi after the Conquest. It ran down from Laure all the way to the city of Liesse in the distant south. About a third of the way through, it split into two more roads connecting the cities of Vale and Marchford, the largest cities of Callow’s heartlands, through a solid highway of paved stone. I’d been taught it had done wonders for trade, but the sappers of the Legions of Terror hadn’t built the Southway out of the goodness of their hearts.

It’d been built so that Legions could deploy quickly across Callow to crush rebellions.

The proof of that was at the crossroads of the highways, where a town, the infamous Gravemouth, had been built and from which the Black Knight had ruled Callow since I could remember. Despite the name, it wasn’t so much a town as a permanent camp full of scribes and legionaries, and wild rumors had abounded about the place since its founding.

Some said it was built over an old graveyard whose corpses had been used for the work of raising the walls. Others said that so many rebels and spies had been buried on those grounds that the earth itself had blackened.

I’d been looking forward to having a look at it with my own eyes ever since I’d learned we were headed south, which made it all the more disappointing when I learned we’d be leaving the Southway for the roadless countryside before getting anywhere near it.

“Wouldn’t it be faster to stay on the road until we’re past it?” I asked Black.

“It would,” he agreed, “but passing through Lectern would draw attention.”

I snorted at the name he’d used; that might be the one on imperial paperwork, but it wasn’t even used by his own legionaries.

“Fine, the Gravemouth, if you must,” he sighed. “I told Scribe the name wouldn’t catch on.”

“You also immediately backed down when she said you could choose the name instead,” Captain cheerfully pointed out.

Even riding, Captain stood several heads taller than either of us. I was just impressed they’d found a horse big enough that her feet didn’t touch the ground when she rode. Sabah had told me she had to have him bred specially in Obon, one of the High Seats. Considering the city was also called the “Cauldron of Monsters,” I decided not to ask too many questions about how she’d gotten a black stallion so large that I wondered if it still counted as a horse. I hid my amusement at Captain’s continued petty needling of one of the most fearsome men on Calernia and instead homed in on the part that surprised me.

“Whose attention do we want to avoid?” I wondered.

“I prefer to keep my movements obscured as a matter of general policy,” Black noted. “It cuts down significantly on assassination attempts.”

I choked. “Attempts,” I said slowly. “Like, multiple?”

“He’s just whining,” Sabah confided. “Nobody’s tried in over five months; he’s had an easy run of it this year.”

“No doubt the Circle of Thorns is building up to another gallant attempt,” he said.

“I don’t know who that is,” I admitted. “Praesi nobles?”

“The Principate of Procer’s spies,” the Black Knight said. “It is much easier to get at me than Malicia, who is afforded all the formidable defenses of the Tower, so I have been the thrust of their efforts since First Prince Cordelia came to power.”

I spat on the side of the road. “That’s for Procer,” I said feelingly.

Callow had suffered the misfortune of being the Dread Empire’s western neighbor for centuries, but that alone might have been something that could be fought down. The trouble was that our own western neighbor, the Principate of Procer, was almost as bad.

Procer was the largest nation on the surface of Calernia, the most populous and probably the richest too, and despite having been allies to Callow several times over the centuries, they’d slid the knife in our backs just as often. They’d even turned on us after the Fourth Crusade failed, treacherously occupying the kingdom after our armies were sent out east. It’d taken decades to boot them out, and they nearly broke the kingdom doing it, souring my people on our western “friends” for good.

During the Conquest, they’d ignored all of my people’s pleas for help, choosing instead to indulge in an orgy of bloodletting they called the Long War: a petty civil war over which of their nobles would get to sit on their high throne. As far as I was concerned, that told me all I needed to know about them. The Procerans were no allies of ours, for all that they liked to claim otherwise.

“You’ll get no argument from me there,” Captain said, her tone just a little too sharp.

A personal grudge, I decided. That was something to commit to memory. Black drew us back to the matter at hand.

“In this case, however, it is your countrymen I would rather not know of our coming,” the Black Knight said.

I leaned in. It’d been two days now since we rode out of Laure, so it was about time I learned what we were actually going south for. I’d been told we were headed for Peren Woods, the long forest that cut Callow in half, but that wasn’t saying much of anything. There weren’t any cities inside Peren Woods, only villages on its outskirts, and for a good reason. The forest belonged to bandits and spirits, its ancient trees a maze of hiding places. There weren’t a lot of reasons for us to be headed there, and I hadn’t forgotten the sliver of conversation I’d caught in Laure when Scribe had mentioned that very forest while speaking of what I’d not yet known was Governor Kojo’s conspiracy.

“So, I was right,” I said. “We’re going south to find the empress’s gold.”

The same yearly tribute that Kojo had schemed with bandits to see stolen on the road to Summerholm.

“It is too large a sum to be left out in the wild,” Black replied with a nod. “It would be enough to fund rebellious activities for years, should it fall into the wrong hands.”

“We’re getting it back from the bandits Governor Kojo made a deal with,” I said, “since he left the coin in their hands until it was less risky to get his cut.”

“You are essentially correct,” Black said. “Though as is often the case with men making their home in Peren Woods, calling these ‘Foxtails’ bandits is too simple. They are that, certainly, but also mercenaries and rebels.”

Yeah, that name implied as much. It was a reference to an old rebel song about Alistair the Fox, a king of Callow that’d spent most of his years fighting a rebellion out of those very Peren Woods. You didn’t call yourself something like that unless you had an axe to grind with the Empire.

“Not the kind of men I would have expected a well-bred Praesi noble to shake hands with,” I said.

“They’re exactly the kind of men those like Kojo love best, Catherine,” Sabah corrected. “They’re not likely to betray him to other Wasteland nobles, and their deaths won’t draw attention when he betrays them.”

If they were rebels, they would have despised him, I almost said but held my tongue. Maybe that wouldn’t have been so unusual to a highborn Praesi. The way these two talked about them, the Wasteland’s aristocrats hated each other like poison and still rubbed elbows at the imperial court like they were bosom friends.

“So, we’re headed fast to Peren Woods before the gold disappears,” I mused. “That explains why it’s only us and the Blackguards.”

All of the Black Knight’s personal guards were mounted; bringing legionaries would slow us down and make a racket to boot. The Legions of Terror were many things, but quiet was not one of them. We’d need to stay out of sight until we found these Foxtails, else the bandits would flee into one of the myriad hiding holes of the Peren Woods, and the gold might be lost for years—longer if they were scared enough to stay in hiding.

“That,” Black agreed, “and there is another who might be trying to beat us to the prize.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Scribe tells me that Baron Vernon Angler left for a visit to Liesse two weeks ago, but he has not been sighted on the road since,” he continued.

I breathed in sharply. I knew that name. Hells, there was hardly a Callowan alive who didn’t. Of the two men reviled as the greatest traitors of the Conquest, Vernon Angler was the only one who still lived in Callow. The Baron of Holden’s claim to infamy ran the deepest of the two, though, for his treachery had made his title into more than just that: He was the Baron. Named. The sole living Callowan villain.

Until me. I’d be the second soon enough, assuming I didn’t get myself killed before I pressed my claim all the way into holding the Name of Squire.

“You think the Baron’s after the gold?” I asked. “I thought he was one of yours.”

Black’s lips twitched. “Vernon Angler,” the green-eyed man said, “has loyalty the way men have hats: to be worn when the weather suits and never for too long.”

Scathing, I thought with some appreciation.

“He wants to be governor-general of Callow,” Captain told me. “It’s the worst kept secret in the Empire.”

“So, he wouldn’t steal from Malicia,” I slowly said. “He wants to find the gold before us so he can be the one who gives it back to the Tower, so he’ll be the one who served her best.”

“Who best to keep Callow comfortable in the imperial bosom than a Callowan?” the Black Knight said. “Or so he has argued over the years. Fruitlessly, so far, but distinguishing himself publicly at my expense might allow him to mount another bid for the title.”

The Baron’s reputation was dark, as was only to be expected of a man who’d murdered his own father so he could seize his title and turn Holden to the Praesi side, but I had no idea whether the many dark deeds since attributed to his name were truth or rumor. But whether he’d make a better governor-general than Black didn’t matter in the end. It was the Black Knight I was apprenticed to, so the very last thing I wanted was for him to lose authority over Callow when I might one day be able to inherit it. Being a general in the Legions would have let me extend protection over a city through the garrison, but if I became governor-general? Well, that was a different game entirely.

A way to clean house across all of Callow, not just some corners of it.

“So, us, the Baron, and the Foxtails,” I hummed. “All elbowing each other over the same pile of gold. Sounds chaotic.”

“Nervous?” the Black Knight lightly asked.

I grinned back, all teeth and no smile. “Why would I be? A little chaos is right up my alley, sir.”

We kept a brisk pace, hurrying south.

It was Hells on my everything at the start, but eventually, I came into what Captain called my “riding legs,” and I was able to sit down for meals without tearing up. The big woman’s claim that riding Zombie was much easier on me than a living horse made me skeptical because if that were true, who under the Weeping Heavens would ever want to ride the damn beasts?

For all that, we wasted no time moving; the Black Knight kept as close to the schedule he had outlined for me as he could. Just past dawn, after breaking our fast, we had sword lessons, and only after them did we set out for the day. The Blackguards gave us a wide berth during these, and even though Captain occasionally lent a hand, Black was very much my teacher, not her. After a few days, to test out my limits, he began to go about methodically getting me up to his standards.

It began when he caught me just before dawn, running a hand down Zombie’s back. My mount stood perfectly still next to the Black Knight’s, their bodies lacking the rise and fall of all the Blackguards’ living mounts. It was such a small thing, but it made Zombie subtly eerie to behold. And just coming close was enough to unsettle me, even after days of riding him. Part of what unsettled me was the way his body unfolded in the back of my mind again at the merest thought.

He felt like a puppet whose every individual string I could pull on at any time without need for hands or eyes, and the most unsettling part of all was that somehow, I knew how all those strings interacted—how pulling on the part that animated the left forward leg would affect the rest of the body and what parts I needed to tug on to set him to a trot or a full run.

I didn’t know shit about equine anatomy, though. I had no real explanation for how I knew any of that except that the echo moving the undead horse did—that my Name itself was whispering the answers. And that was enough to send a shiver up my spine.

“You’ll get used to it,” a voice came from behind me.

I fought the urge to jump out of my skin. Black’s idea of a sense of humor apparently involved sneaking up behind me regularly. How the man managed that in a full suit of plate was beyond me and probably involved some kind of Name trick. Hopefully, one I could learn.

“To what, raising things from the dead?” I replied, turning to look at him. “Gods, I hope not. That strikes me as a bad habit to form.”

I could hardly think of a story about a necromancer that didn’t end up with them getting run through, except maybe the Dead King. That one hardly counted, though, since he had a whole kingdom of undeath beneath him.

Black stood alone beside me, with no sign of any of his bodyguards around or even Scribe. Not that she would have said much of anything if she were around. She was as distant as Captain was friendly, rarely speaking with anyone but the Calamities.

Scribe also disappeared for hours at a time, which seemed pointless in the middle of these great rolling plains of wheat and barley, yet whenever she did, she somehow always returned with fresh news. The Webweaver lived up to her sobriquet and title as one of Calernia’s finest spymistresses.

“I am referring to knowledge you do not know the source of,” he replied. “Names provide what you could call a… second set of instincts. Part of growing into yours is learning which parts to use and which parts to ignore.”

My eyes fell to the sheathed sword he held in his hands. It was an arming sword much like the one strapped at his hip but different from Legion-issue, which had been what we used until now. The pommel was inlaid with silver, though from this distance, I couldn’t see what it depicted.

Without any warning, he tossed it at me.

My hand came up before I’d even processed the motion, snatching it out of the air like we’d arranged the whole thing. My jaw clenched, but I acknowledged the point he’d been making.

“The reflexes are useful, so I think I’ll be keeping those,” I acknowledged. “I take it the sword is to be mine?”

He nodded. “Goblin steel, straight from the imperial forges of Rana. You will not find anything of finer make on Calernia.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Not even dwarven stuff?”

He looked amused. “As if they would ever sell anything but the mass goods to surfacers. Dwarven weapons are common because they are cheap, Catherine, not because of their quality.”

I raised a hand in a gesture of appeasement. “I believe you,” I half-lied. “No need to roll out the Praesi pride.”

Goblin steel did have a reputation for making strong and sharp blades, but Praesi were known for their gold and silversmiths, not their weapon-makers. My people had been famous for theirs before the Conquest; Callowan armor and swords were once known across all of Calernia. Now, the trade was near lost to my countrymen, since a blacksmith needed an imperial permit to be allowed to forge arms or armor, and the Praesi were not generous with such permissions.

I turned an eye to the sword I’d been handed, finding the silver inlays shaped like a small silver shield. So even out here, I was still an orphan, huh? The heraldry of Mire House had been a bronze shield instead of silver, but the nod was clear enough.

I slid the scabbard into the leather straps made for it on my belt, wriggling it a little to make sure it fit properly.

“No shield?” I asked.

There was one hanging off his back, fastened by a clever metal contraption I’d taken a look at the other day. It was a large almond-shaped piece of plain steel and leather, unadorned by any heraldry. It was similar to what legionaries called “regulars” used—what Sergeant Ebele called a kite shield.

“It is waiting for you on our practice grounds,” he replied. “You will go without armor for today, but when the armor Scribe sent for arrives, you will be doing this in full plate.”

Joy. The aketon I wore already made me feel like I couldn’t swing a blade quite right; wearing plate over it was going to make me feel like Creation’s clumsiest upright turtle until I got used to the weight. Old Liam had warned me that practicing without armor would only prepare me so much for fighting with it, but it wasn’t like I could get my hands on a chainmail shirt for the purposes—much less the significantly more expensive plate armor.

I followed Black out to a weed-strewn patch of earth that had been spared cultivation and left fallow for the season. There, I found what he’d promised: a shield just like his but painted dark red in the Legion manner. It lacked a number added to the front in gold, though.

I picked it up and tested the weight—twelve pounds, maybe a little more? It’d get tiring to hold until I built up my arm strength. The grip was a pair of good leather straps riveted into the back, and I slid them over my arm. It was awkward, but then this wasn’t dueling equipment; it’d been built for shield walls, the lower part covering knees and legs. Black was standing at ease on the field when I finally turned to face him; his shield held to cover his side and sword already in hand.

“So,” I said. “Now, you’ll teach me swordsmanship?”

Old Liam had taught me the basics and a little further than that, but it would only get me so far. The Carrion Lord was said to be one of the finest swordsmen in Calernia, and it would have been a lie to say I was not excited at the thought of learning from him. His lips twitched.

“I am not going to teach you anything of the sort.”

“Helpful,” I dryly noted. “Thank you, sir, much obliged.”

“Swordsmanship,” he continued, unabashed, “is the tame sport they teach noble children. It is a matter of forms and rules, as useful on the battlefield as a blunted blade.” The tip of his sword rose to face me. “You learned from someone that was once part of the Royal Guard,” he said. “You hold your guard the same way they do.”

I swallowed and nodded. It was not illegal, not outright, but his even tone still had me nervous.

“It is a good start,” the Black Knight said in approval. “They were fine soldiers, and so I will continue what they began. I am going to teach you to kill, Catherine.” His green eyes burned cold. “To kill well and quickly, giving as few openings as possible. That is all you need to know; everything else is chaff.”

My stomach clenched nervously, but I nodded. It was exactly what I’d come for, just stripped of the pretty words people liked to paint over with. In a way, I found that reassuring.

“Good.” The Carrion Lord smiled. “Then let us begin.”

I straightened my back and brought up my shield in a rough mimicry of the way he held his own. This was the sort of lesson I’d actually been looking forward to—even more now that I’d started learning the blinding headache that was spoken Kharsum and practicing it along with two other languages as we rode. Only a few nights in, and I was already much more amenable to the Miezan perspective of stomping that whole “other cultures and languages” nonsense into the ground.

“The two most important parts of any kind of fighting,” the Back Knight started, “are distance and footwork. You have already learned the bones of this; now, you must adjust that learning to your bearing a shield.”

I slowly nodded. Girls my size who got into fights either learned to deal with the reality that opponents would have greater reach and arm strength or learned to enjoy the taste of blood in their mouths.

“Shield up!” Black suddenly barked, and my arm rose immediately, mostly out of surprise.

I’d never heard him raise his voice before. The suddenness of it had my blood rushing through my veins as he advanced toward me, eyeing my stance critically.

“You are right-handed,” he said, “so your left hip and leg should be braced against the back of the shield. Otherwise, you are open.”

His sword whipped out faster than my eye could follow, swatting aside my hastily placed shield. The tip of his blade came to rest on my throat for the blink of an eye before he took a step back. I swallowed.

That wasn’t a practice blade he was using; if he’d pushed it an inch further, I’d be gurgling to my death on the ground.

Squaring my shoulders, I put the goddamn shield up the way it was supposed to go. The upper edge came all the way up to my shoulder, and the sides covered my entire flank. It was reassuring to have that layer of steel and leather between me and his blade, but to be honest, the position felt awkward. My front foot pointed toward Black, but the one in the back had to be horizontal if I wanted to have any stability; swinging my sword would be tricky.

“Better,” the green-eyed man conceded. “Now, for the sword. There are two ways to kill; the first is the cut.”

His blade flicked forward, swift as a wasp, and chopped down at the side of my neck opposite the shield.

“Most enemies you will fight will not have armor that properly covers their neck,” he said. “It is a common weakness.”

He withdrew his blade.

“Go.”

It was trickier than it looked, but at least half my trouble was that I was not used to compensating for the weight of the kite shield on my left arm. I kept hacking too hard or not hard enough, feeling like a drunk stumbling about. After a few tries that had me wincing in embarrassment, he slapped aside my blade and withdrew a step. I did the same, only too eager to stop.

Drills, I consoled myself. I just need to drill myself into getting used to the shield.

“The second way of killing is the thrust,” the Black Knight said. “To plunge your blade into the opening. Facing good sets of plates where the throat will be covered, you will find this most convenient.”

He took a short step forward, and I eyed him warily. The Name reflexes had been of no help whatsoever the last time he’d attacked. Using the step for weight and momentum, his arm plunged forward, and the tip of the sword came for my face like a serpent poised to strike.

“Face,” he said.

Again he moved, this time the point touching lower.

“Armpit.”

Again.

“Groin.”

Again.

“Knee.”

He finally withdrew, leaving me with a clenched stomach and wide-opened eyes.

“After you master the basics,” he said, “we will begin working on you using your shield as more than dead weight.”

I nodded sharply.

“Good.” He smiled. “We begin with the proper motions.”

He stepped back.

“Face,” he called out.

I flinched at the sudden sound but began to move. I would learn this, and learn it well.
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Several eternities later—or, more realistically, about an hour and a half—I found myself pulling the cork out of a waterskin and gulping down the contents greedily. We’d acquired an audience somewhere between the stabbing drills and his assertion that I moved like I was hugging a pillar, which had led to pretty brutal corrective footwork drills.

If I had to hear “steady timing, maintain the distance” one more time, someone was going to get stabbed. And I had a sword now, so I meant business.

Captain, who’d been the one to hand me the skin in the first place, patted me comfortingly on the shoulder. Gods, even her hands are huge. She must have giant’s blood or something of the sort, I thought, for I had never seen a person so large.

“The first few weeks are always the hardest,” she told me. “You’re not doing bad at all.”

I took her word for it, though I couldn’t find it in me to agree out loud. I’d been in enough fights to know that I was good in a scrap—very good for my age—and it had been a while since I’d felt as clumsy and slow as I had today. Half of those movements were similar to things Liam had taught me, but holding the shield added a different angle I had to keep track of. Black was relentless about my keeping it facing at the perfect angle whenever I moved, which had frustratingly enough distracted me from moving the right way when I fucking knew I could.

I knew that comparing myself to the effortless way Black moved even while wearing plate to my aketon wasn’t reasonable, but that didn’t stop the nagging voice in the back of my head. He was Named, and he had decades of experience on me. But if I ever wanted to command the same kind of fear from the Praesi, he was the standard I needed to match. I was so far from that right now that I felt like biting my own lips off.

And it’ll be worse when I get the armor.

I felt my fist clench, and I took another swallow to hide a grimace. I was definitely doing another set of drills tonight, preferably somewhere no one would be able to see me making a bumbling fool of myself.

When I passed the skin back to Captain, I found her studying me with those dark eyes of hers, and without saying a word, she patted me on the back one last time before heading toward Black. He was talking in low voices with Scribe, reading a folded parchment she’d handed him after he’d announced we were ending for the day.

“Black,” Captain called out as she strode across the field. “Is it anything urgent?”

Green eyes flicked toward me before he replied. “I wouldn’t say so.”

Captain grinned, tossing the waterskin toward one of the gathered Blackguards. He caught it without batting an eye, and Captain rolled her shoulders.

“Let’s have a bout, then. You’ve been putting the girl through the mangle, so at least show her what she’s building to.” The gargantuan woman pulled up the war hammer hanging off her back, twirling it one-handed like she was holding a twig instead of a massive wrought steel bar. “It’s been a while since we had one, anyway.”

Well, now, that sounded like it had potential. Seeing the Black Knight getting hit by that hammer a few times would do wonders for my mood. With a weapon that big, there was no such thing as a light hit.

Black snorted. “Fair enough. Terms?”

“Let’s keep Names out of it,” Captain replied. “It would defeat the point to dig too deep.”

“And wreck some poor farmer’s land,” someone muttered from my left.

I glanced there and saw one of the Blackguards had come up to me. There were a handful of them milling around the field, though together, they didn’t make up more than a dozen of the two hundred riding with us. Where the rest had gone to, I had no idea. The man who’d spoken pushed up his visor to show his face. He couldn’t have been older than thirty, with brown wide-set eyes and the dark skin tone typical of northern Praesi—the Sanke.

“They get messy; I take it?” I asked.

It was the first time one of the Blackguards had struck up a conversation with me, so I fully intended to keep it going as long as I could. I never saw them without their helmets unless we made camp. They kept to themselves to the extent I’d wondered if they were under orders to avoid me.

“The last time they had a spar without holding back, Captain knocked down a tower, and Lord Black threw a whole statue at her,” he informed me. “Hilarious at the time, of course, but the local lord was less than pleased.”

I chuckled. “I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” I said. “I’m—”

“Catherine Foundling.”

I scowled. “I really wish people would stop doing that.”

He grinned, showing off pearly white teeth. “I would suggest getting used to it,” he said, then offered his hand. “I am Lieutenant Abase.”

I went to shake it, but he made some sort of strange clicking sound with his tongue and moved my hand up to his forearm.

“You are not a civilian,” Abase told me. “Use the warrior’s salute.”

I raised an eyebrow but clasped his arm as he’d shown me. Praesi and their rituals. Some days I was surprised they could use a chamber pot without doing a special dance first.

“So,” I mused. “Any particular reason this is the first time I’m actually speaking with one of you?”

“We are not chosen for our volubility,” the lieutenant replied dryly. “And we are wary of strangers. Lord Black has several men’s worth of enemies.”

Wary of me, huh? Not sure whether I was offended or flattered. Still, I must have done something right to finally earn a conversation today. I was about to ask exactly what that might be when movement at the edge of my field of vision silenced my tongue; Captain and Black were putting distance between them, striding to the edges of the dirt field. Scribe stood in the middle, looking superbly bored with the whole affair.

“Try not to blink,” Lieutenant Abase said. “You’ll miss it.”

Miss what? I wanted to ask, but Scribe was already speaking.

“On my mark,” she announced.

A heartbeat passed, then she brought down her hand.

I blinked, probably because Lieutenant Abase had brought it up in the first place, and in the fragment of a moment where my eyes closed, Captain crossed half the field. She left behind foot tracks and a spray of dirt where she’d been standing an instant before, barreling through the distance almost faster than I could follow. Black had not yet moved, standing still with his shield up and his sword pointed at the ground, but the moment Captain got close enough to bring her hammer down, he calmly sidestepped around the strike and pivoted so he’d be facing her back. The armored woman’s weight and momentum carried her forward even after she landed on the ground, dragging her a few feet farther down the field as she turned to face her opponent.

“Shit,” I whispered. “Did she really just jump thirty feet forward in heavy plate?”

“Quick on the offensive today,” Abase observed, unruffled by what we’d just witnessed. “She must have been getting bored.”

“Weren’t they supposed to not use their Names?” I asked him. “No one can do what she just did with leg strength alone.”

“They’re not actively using them,” the lieutenant clarified. “Lord Black’s shadow is not moving, and Captain is still using her hammer.”

He did not elaborate on either of those intriguing bits, and I decided not to press him any further—not because I wasn’t curious, but because what the people in question were doing claimed my full attention. Captain was attacking relentlessly, swinging the two-handed war hammer like she couldn’t feel its weight at all, yet she wasn’t the one controlling the flow of the fight. Black moved little and carefully, rarely more than a step at a time. He moved barely out of the arc of her strikes and then swung around so that he faced her back. He’d yet to attack, but just the threat of him doing so was forcing Captain to keep moving.

The sight of them was almost comical from where I stood. The two were dressed in similar-looking plate, sure, but Sabah stood almost three feet taller than him and had broader shoulders to boot. Neither wore helmets, so I could see that while a faint smile tugged at Captain’s lips, my teacher’s face was expressionless. His pale skin made it creepy; he looked like he was wearing a mask carved out of marble. After another miss, Captain took a step back and raised her hammer high.

“That should do for the warm-up,” she grunted before suddenly striking the ground.

There was a dull boom, and the ground shook like it had been hit by a catapult stone. Dirt sprayed everywhere, clouding my sight of the battlefield for a moment. When they came into sight again, Black was ducking under a vicious-looking swing. He ventured a kick to her knee, but Captain danced back, the hammer coming back to swat him on the backswing. His shield came up to take the hit, but the metal crumpled under the force, and the impact was enough to throw him back a few feet.

“You’re getting slow in your old age,” she told him.

The dark-haired man shrugged and discarded the now-useless kite shield. “You’re getting mouthy in yours,” he noted.

And then he went on the attack.

I’d seen him move like that once back in Laure when he’d decided that stabbing me in the chest was an acceptable way to end a conversation, but seeing it from a distance was an entirely different matter. When Captain was at her quickest, I could still make out a blur, but with him, it was like he just… appeared in another place. Stepping inside the warrior woman’s guard almost absent-mindedly, he flicked his blade across the space where her throat had been a moment earlier. If she hadn’t taken a step back at the last moment, her blood would have been spilling onto the dirt.

She brought down her hammer’s handle on his shoulder, but he spun around and smashed the pommel of his sword into her elbow. She grunted, and the impact loosened her grip. She tried to bring the hammer down, but Black was already moving again. He spun and stomped on the back of her knee, forcing it down as his blade went for the side of her neck. Captain managed to bring up the hammer’s handle at the last moment and block it, but hers was not a weapon made for defense, and it showed. Not that it mattered, given their difference in strength—the instant she got her footing back, Captain pushed him off without any visible effort.

Unfortunately for her, that was what he’d been waiting for.

He drew away as she pushed, letting her pass through and moving into a smooth throat-height thrust of the exact kind he had been drilling me with; the blade went straight into the back of her neck. It was a killing blow, or it would have been if he’d pushed it all the way through. Instead, he stopped after pricking the skin, stepping back and sheathing his sword with a flourish as Captain cursed in Maniram. I recognized the plural of goat somewhere in there, and to be honest, I was kind of glad I had no idea what the rest of it meant.

“And that’s a kill,” Black said, the lack of smugness in his tone so flamboyant it looped around back to smug.

Captain grunted and let her hammer rest against the ground, fingers coming up to touch the minute wound on her neck. “That makes, what”—she sighed—“two hundred for you?”

“And still one twenty-one for you,” he agreed. “The gap is widening, it seems. Are you sure I’m the one getting slower?”

“You need to beat Ranger at least once before you get to gloat,” she growled back.

I let out a deep breath as the two of them continued to bicker amiably. So that was what it looked like when legends fought. And not even a serious fight, I reminded myself.

“Drills tonight,” I muttered to myself.

It would take sweat as well as blood if I were ever to catch up to the likes of them.


Chapter eight
Passage
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There are three influences that no exercise of magic may ignore, and therefore must be considered laws: Source, Principle, and Decay.

—Extract from The Most Noble Art of Magic by Dread Emperor Sorcerous

The heartlands of Callow were beautiful when you stopped to take them in—fields of grain and grass as far as the eye could see, broken up only by small farms and rivers. Cattle wandered aimlessly, kept in line only by sheepherding dogs, and there were days you saw more scarecrows than men—a sea of gold under a blue sky, like the land of always plenty The Book of All Things promised would be open only to the just.

Beautiful, yes. But as I had come to learn, also mind-numbingly boring.

Conversation was the only reprieve as we rode south to Peren Woods and the bandits hiding there, daily routine wearing down the fearful awe I’d held for the Calamities. Even Scribe, the most mysterious of them, seemed less like a figure out of legend once you’d seen her spit out stew because Captain had over-salted it.

That was still not near as unearthly an experience as being taught how to spit and roast game by the governor-general of Callow himself.

Afternoons tended to be the loosest time, the pace leisurely compared to the mornings, in part because during the latter hours, I was to ride beside the Black Knight and have the day’s lesson with him. The first part was always languages, first Ecane and then either Maniram or Kharsum, which I was making slow but steady progress on. There was no trace of anything like an aspect helping me along, at least not yet, but the clarity of the books he’d lent me to help with my learning made it possible for me to catch up. It was still a headache, though, and it was made all the worse by the way I sometimes mixed up Maniram and Ecane words that sounded like each other.

The second part of my lesson was usually going over histories he’d assigned me as a reading, either of Callow or Praes, but sometimes farther away. We’d covered the Free Cities in the south, the islands of the Thalassocracy of Ashur, and inevitably enough the Principate of Procer. As much as we discussed wars and treaties and shifting borders, though, Black seemed just as interested in trade and renowned Named. It was the part after these that I enjoyed most, though, since I could never be sure what it’d be about. Sometimes, he let me drive the direction with my questions; others, he came at me with something absurd that somehow ended up being fascinating.

A discussion about how the differences in diet between orcs, humans, and goblins had somehow turned into a debate about eating corpses and what should be considered an acceptable standard for treating the dead after a battle. I’d come out of it uncomfortable at the idea of ever playing dead around a goblin and very thankful it was against imperial law for orcs to eat the corpses of fellow citizens.

He wasn’t the only one to give me lessons, either. A few days in, after I confessed knowing precious little of making camp, Captain insisted on teaching me how to start a fire with flint and tinder. I found that somewhat odd considering she came from the nation that had popularized sulfur matches—a goblin invention, it was said.

I’d expected the process to involve smashing pieces of rock and praying for the best, but in reality what she showed me was how to strike a bar of steel with a handhold, called a firestriker, with a neat cylinder of flint. The sparks caught easily enough on the tinder, though after that she showed me how to transition from burning tinder to an actual campfire, which was a great deal trickier.

“Agate would work instead, if you can’t get anything else,” Sabah told me. “But nothing beats Wasaliti flintstone, so always buy some when you can.”

Considering the Wasaliti River was the boundary line between the Reach and the Wasteland, far out east, I doubted I’d be seeing it at a market anytime soon.

“Where’d you learn all this, anyway?” I asked, gesturing at the fire with the branch I was mostly using to poke at the flames. “I never heard anything about you serving in the Legions.”

“I didn’t,” Sabah said. “My father taught me some—he was a hunter—and I figured out the rest on my own.”

My brow rose, for while in Callow it was a trade like any other to be a huntsman it was a riskier affair out in Praes. Callow, beyond the mountains and forests, had long been weeded out of its most dangerous beasts. Meanwhile the Wasteland was said to be a regular festival of horrors. Sabah took a look at my face and snorted.

“We lived near Arnab Hills, when I was a girl,” she said. “Well past the edge of the Wasteland. Most of the time the worst you’ll find out there are ghouls, maybe a wyvern if you’re truly unlucky.”

“If the hunting was so good, why did you leave?” I asked.

Sabah’s face darkened. I swallowed at the sight, for she was usually such a friendly woman, and raised my hands hastily.

“I didn’t mean to pry—”

“You did,” she said. “But it’s fine. My bloodline was cursed by a mage, many years ago—some say Dread Emperor Sorcerous himself. It skips generations sometimes, but it came out… stronger than usual in me.”

“That sounds unpleasant,” I quietly said.

“More for everyone else than for me,” Sabah said, then shook her head. “Anyhow, I took to wandering after that. Came into a Name, then I ran into Black and Warlock. We’ve been together ever since.”

Eager to change the subject, despite my curiosity, I cleared my throat.

“Did they know how to start a fire with flint?” I drawled.

She laughed outright.

“I don’t think Wekesa has ever started one in his life without using a spell,” Sabah said, then shook her head. “But you won’t distract me, Foundling. Smother this fire, and we’ll see if you can build another one without wasting half a Legion’s supply of tinder.”

“It’s windy out,” I whined.

It wasn’t, and she took no mercy on me, but by week’s end I was significantly less likely to die if stranded out in the wilds. Not exactly the sort of lessons I’d expected to learn when signing up to join Evil, but I wouldn’t complain. Besides, every few days once the sun had set Black was delivering on the sinister end of things. He’d given me an exercise to feel out the way my power moved within Zombie while we rode during the day, and once he was satisfied I was “slightly more capable of sensing power than your average paving stone” he sat me down with a dead rabbit.

“I expect I’m not going to be riding that one,” I gravely said.

He glanced at me from the side, giving the distinct impression of rolling his eyes without ever actually doing so.

“While it would save on expenses, you are too tall for it,” Black said, then paused a beat. “Marginally.”

“Hey,” I protested.

He wasn’t even that much taller than me, the bastard. Since I very much wanted to learn what he had to teach here, I stopped mouthing off afterward, though I did have some genuine questions.

“I didn’t kill this one myself,” I said. “You mentioned that would make it harder when I first raised Zombie.”

“I do not expect you to succeed on the first attempt,” he said. “Or even the tenth. The point of the exercise is for you to learn to tap into your nascent Name, not turn into the second coming of the Dead King.”

“I, uh, did have a wonder,” I said. “Why necromancy?”

His brow rose, and he gestured for me to elaborate.

“I am to be the Squire, not the Necromancer,” I said. “Raising the dead seems an odd fit. And if all Named sworn to the Hellgods could raise the dead, I figure that’d be common knowledge by now.”

“An apt question,” he praised.

I coughed into a fist and looked away so he would not notice the color on my cheeks.

“It has long been tradition for a Black Knight to raise their own mount from death,” Black said. “Enough that it became part of the Role. Some have ridden monsters instead—Obon is ever eager to provide—but most preferred undead mounts. Whether the talent with necromancy goes any further has varied from Named to Named.”

I cocked my head to the side.

“Does yours?”

“I can raise men as well as beasts,” he acknowledged, “though my control is limited if I did not kill them myself.”

“And since I’m your apprentice,” I said, “I get a shadow of that.”

“A shadow is a fitting way to put it.” Black nodded. “We will soon find out if you’ve affinity with the practice beyond what that grants you.”

The first step to that was, heinously enough, meditation. Not that he called it that, instead trying to trick me by calling it an induced trance, like I wouldn’t figure it out when he told me to close my eyes and empty myself until I could feel the power. I’d never been the sit-and-think type of girl, so frustratingly enough that first night I didn’t even touch the dead rabbit. It ended up in a stew instead. Three nights in a row I slammed my head against that wall with nothing changing, until he sat me down again and told me to think of it differently.

“You are trying to banish all thoughts out of your mind,” Black said, “but that is fighting against the river. Sink into it instead, Catherine: Embrace a thought, let it subsume you.”

That’d sounded cryptic as Hells, but to my disgust it did get me closer. I tried to think of it as a crossbow at first, a string being pulled back, but that was too complex. A swinging sword, instead, was too simple—I kept trying to add details, context. It was taking his advice literally that gave me what I needed. I thought of a river, a dark line in a dark place, and followed it. Let myself be carried by that simple, endless movement.

I felt it in me, then, that same deep place Black had once led me to glimpse. And though I could reach only the shallowest part of it, touching and then touching the dead rabbit was like… being a riverbed, almost. Power I did not truly control but might be able to shape flowing through me.

The rabbit’s left leg twitched, then both its eyes exploded.

“Well,” Black said, nearly startling the life out of me since I’d not heard him approach. “Even should you lack necromantic talent, that would be a most painful blow to a living creature.”

Despite my elation at having finally done something, I could not find it in me to smile. Back in Laure, he’d made it clear to me that the hourglass had been flipped: Out there were three enemies and something else, all of which wanted me dead. If the best I could muster when facing them was exploding a dead rabbit’s eyes, I might as well pick out my grave in advance. I could not be sure when I’d face those opponents, but some part of me whispered urgency. Like I could feel a fight coming up, just past the horizon.

Once I’d reached the place on my own the first time, using the river trick made it almost easy to return. Soon I barely needed to use it at all, simply sinking into the current with a thought. This did not, sadly, much improve my result with the rabbits or the quails that sometimes replaced them.

I watched as the night’s bird twitched uncontrollably, feeling the strings of power I’d slid into its bones and muscle clench and unclench until it ripped off its own leg by a particularly outlandish spasm. The strings broke, and immediately I felt a sharp sting behind my forehead, like someone had slapped my skull. Cursing under my breath, I rubbed the skin and glared down at the now-mutilated carcass.

“I think I might be able to make something larger move without breaking,” I finally said.

“I will see about obtaining a goat when it is feasible,” Black replied. “But the point of the exercise—”

“Is to teach me control, I know,” I finished with an angry grunt. “And that means sticking with small corpses so I can learn precision. But I feel like I’ve hit a wall now, sir. I can’t get it to work any better than this no matter what I do.”

“It is too early to decide you lack talent in necromantic applications of your power,” Black said.

I cast him a look that silently replied “is it, though?” His brow creased faintly, which I’d learned to read as irritation.

“You are a mere claimant at the moment, Catherine,” he said. “At best you are half-straddling the Role that would empower you—it is remarkable you can already do this much, which implies to me you may well have that talent you so doubt.”

I cleared my throat, looking down.

“Sorry.”

He sighed.

“I understand the frustration,” Black finally said. “I was never the Squire to a Black Knight myself, so my own learning was… irregular. I also encountered a great many seeming dead ends at your age.”

“What did you do?” I asked.

“What I am not letting you do,” he ruefully replied. “Besides, once I have taught you the essentials of accessing and using a Name, there will be little more I can teach on the matter you save for parlor tricks.”

I blinked at him.

“Wait, what?”

He’d been the Black Knight for at least twice as long as I’d been alive. There must be more to it than that.

“Aspects aside, every Name leans toward the unique,” Black told me. “None of my predecessors in living memory could use their shadows as I can mine—it is largely a particularity to me, strengthened by the stories attached to my personal reputation. A shading of my Role, so to speak.”

“And I don’t have any of those,” I frowned. “Because I’m pretty much nobody at the moment.”

“An ideal starting position,” he said. “To begin your rise with that understanding in mind will let you cultivate your Role as few others could.”

“You mean shape my own story,” I said.

He nodded.

“Consider, Catherine, what you want out of being Named,” Black said. “That power is not merely a tool, it is a method—one you will be wedded to until you leave that Name behind, to death or transition.”

“I don’t suppose ‘crushing my enemies’ is a valid answer?” I drawled.

His pale green eyes were thoroughly unamused.

“If you make brute force your method, you will find yourself lacking elsewhere,” he said. “A Black Knight who makes himself first a thing of terror will find it difficult to inspire anything but that, to gather men instead of disperse them.”

His gaze held me a moment longer, then he looked away.

“It is not so difficult, to be powerful,” he said. “But power shapes you as much as you shape it. Be wary of the banner you raise, Catherine. Once it has tasted wind you will find it is not an easy thing to put away.”

And on that grim note he rose, leaving me by a dying fire with a mangled quail carcass for company. I stayed there looking at the crackling, dancing embers. He’d been chiding me, at the end, and for all that I disliked the feeling I couldn’t argue he’d had a point. I’d thought getting a Name as a shortcut for authority, for power. People followed heroes, obeyed villains, and once I became the Squire in truth I’d be one of the latter. I’d have power, of both kinds.

But what could I actually use it for?

I’d aimed for the War College because it would make me an officer, and if I rose high enough up the ranks I could become the head of the legion garrisoning Laure—and, from there, spread my influence across Callow. Yet the trouble with that was the same trouble I was facing now: The source of my power was Black. It was through him I’d be able to give orders to legionaries, to nobles, to imperial governors. And that meant I could not never truly go against him, else he would simply cease granting me that power—and I would need to go against the Black Knight, in time.

What I wanted for Callow wasn’t just replacing the worst imperial governors with slightly nicer ones, it was… well, if not quite independence then at least for Callow to mostly govern itself under Praes.

That would mean getting the Tower to allow my people to serve as imperial governors, for those offices to cease being a glorified method of farming revenue for the empress and to turn the title of governor-general of Callow into something more than just Black informally ruling over the country. Attaching a council to him, like the empress had in the Tower, would allow me to put Callowans around him. To disperse that power through multiple hands, and ultimately to make the occupation work better by discreetly making it less of an occupation.

We didn’t need a war to take back the country, not really, because even if you counted every legionary and merchant and governor then the Praesi within the borders of the Old Kingdom were just a drop in the sea. One in a hundred, I figured, if even that.

If Callowans started filling the ranks of the Legions holding Callow, started going to the War College and return on the officer track to serve back home, how long would it take before those armies stopped being occupiers and started being our own garrisons? We could eat the power of the Tower from the inside, turn it into ours: become so intertwined with the Empire that even when we became largely self-governing the Tower would not go to war over it because it would be utterly ruinous to do so.

I didn’t give a shit about paying taxes to the empress, which wasn’t any worse than having paid them to House Fairfax back in the day. What I cared about was having a big enough stick to ensure that Callow was not misruled, and that when it was I could promptly cave in the skull of those responsible.

That power, right now, was in the Black Knight’s hand.

He must be convinced to pass it to me, or it’d have to be taken from his corpse—which would mean going against the Calamities, and likely the empress. I did not fancy my odds of surviving that. No, I would have take the quiet path. The patient one, though I was not a patient girl by nature. What did I want out of my Name? I wanted to succeed him, whatever the price, and hollow out the shell of the Empire’s rule until a kingdom fit inside. That would take years, I knew, and hard choices.

But there was a path to that end I’d be able to make my peace with: killing his enemies, which were so often mine as well. I could buy the kind of peace I wanted, one corpse at a time.

“Be wary,” I echoed as I poked at the embers, “of the banner you raise.”

What kind of Squire did I want to become? I thought of that until my eyes burned from exhaustion, and went to sleep dreaming of it. As if a pointed lesson, on the following day our afternoon talk was about stories. Not the kind people told each other, but the kind nations used as mortar for keeping themselves together.

“… not particularly important if the founding myth is accurate,” Black was saying. “Maleficent’s legend tells that she drove out the Miezan Empire to found Praes, but in practice the Miezans had largely withdrawn out of Calernia. Her glorious victory was had against the skeleton of an occupation, but the lie that Praes was able to avenge the defeats of the War of Chains is an important one.”

“It’s different for us, though,” I insisted. “I don’t know if Edward the First really was chosen by the Gods to unite the kingdom, but he absolutely did draw a sword from a stone. We know that because it became one of the legendary swords of Callow afterward.”

Covenant, the Sword of Kings. Along with the equally famous blades, Lovelorn and Duty, it loomed tall in Callowan tales.

“Older legends instead say he received the sword from an angel dwelling within the Silver Lake,” the Black Knight pointed out. “And divine mandate or not, Edward Alban did not actually rule what became the Kingdom of Callow. Neither the Kingdom of Liesse nor the northern baronies were annexed in his lifetime, and Tirglas never came under Alban rule at all.”

“The sword’s real, though,” I insisted. “You can’t deny that.”

“I would wager it was only an enchanted blade in his lifetime, nowhere near a true artifact.” Black shrugged. “Its reputed powers of burning liars and calling the winds were added to official histories much later, as you will notice if you re-read Three Centuries and compare it to the earlier-written Chronicle of Crowns.”

I frowned at him. “I thought artifacts were enchanted items,” I admitted.

“They are, but the reverse is not necessarily true,” Black said. “Consider this. A skilled mage can weave a spell into a sword that makes it harder or able to glow in the dark. Why, then, do armies not march covered in enchanted arms and armor?”

“The Law of Decay,” I said. “Magic is like anything else; it wears down. Things don’t stay enchanted forever, and when that enchantment fades, it will scrap the enchanted material. It’s not worth it to make a sword a little better if it’s going to be useless a few months down the line.”

That and most materials didn’t actually retain magic all that well. Those that did were hideously expensive, hard to obtain, or both. Mind you, I couldn’t actually tell you what most of those good materials would be. Books on magic were hard to get your hands on in Callow. The best way to access them was by joining the Hedges’ Guild, which trained lesser practitioners, but I had not a speck of magical talent, so that’d never been an option for me. What I’d been able to get were pages from old texts on sorcery, the largest compendium from a Callowan introductory text called Elementary Spellcraft, and even that much had been illegal. Access to that was restricted; you needed the permission of the governor’s court.

“Enchantments can be restored by another mage, though that process bears difficulties of its own,” Black told me. “Still, keeping the Law of Decay in mind, consider that the enchantment on a blade like Covenant must have been laid around the founding of the Kingdom of Callow. How long has passed?”

The year was 863 by the imperial calendar, and scholars usually agreed that the Old Kingdom had been founded in the year 121, just after the fall of Summerholm. That was nearly seven hundred and fifty years, a ridiculous amount of time for an enchantment to last, even if wizards tried to maintain it.

“Too long,” I conceded. “So, what makes it different?”

“When an enchanted object feeds off Creation to maintain itself, in defiance of the Law of Decay, it qualifies as an artifact.”

“I’d guessed that much.” I frowned. “But how did it start doing that if it couldn’t from the beginning?”

“There lies the mystery.” Black smiled. “Some argue that using inherently magical materials in the making of the object—dragon bone, elder trees, or even star-fallen ores—allows the process, but the rule has many exceptions. Others say it must be made by Named or touched by the deeper mysteries of High Arcana, but in the end, no one really has an answer. It is not a settled question.”

“You’ve got a theory, though,” I said. “Don’t you?”

He usually did.

“Something of one,” he agreed.

“So, what makes the sword different, then?” I repeated.

“It is Covenant, the Sword of Kings,” the Black Knight idly replied. “How many stories have you heard of its power? How many great deeds are tied to its name?”

“And that’s enough?” I said, cocking my head to the side. “It being famous can’t be all it takes to do the trick.”

It couldn’t be so easy. There’d been plenty of famous enchanted arms over the years, and most of them were now just a footnote in some historical text.

“A Name is just a groove worn into the fabric of Creation,” he said. “And if Callow’s own story begins with a sword being drawn from stone, then that sword’s tale would be a well-worn one.”

Everyone knew that stories had power—that sometimes, cutting close to them could give you an edge. But he was going further than that. What had he done, what had he seen that made him think this was true?

Before I could ask him either question, though, our lesson came to an end. In the distance, the horizon grew looming. The ancient trees of Peren Woods towered above the plains, a menacing burrow of secrets and treasures not even my people had ever gotten to the bottom of. The lesson would keep, I thought.

It was time to steal back that stolen gold.

[image: scene-break]


Just wandering around Peren Woods looking for bandits who knew this particular corner of it like their own backyard was bound to fail, so I’d been curious how it was that we’d find them. I’d been preparing myself for some kind of eldritch tracking spell, a devil summoning, or maybe even a pact with the fae. But what I did get was disappointingly mundane.

“They have at least three dozen horses to feed,” Black said, gracefully dismounting, “and Grenfork is the only village in the area growing enough oats to support both its own needs and that demand.”

We’d stopped more than a mile away from the hole-in-the-ground village of Grenfork, as the Blackguards riding in would good as ensure the Foxtails went to ground. The villain’s retinue was dismounting as well, beginning to lay out a camp in the hollow below a sloping hill. No firepits being dug, I noticed. They want to stay out of sight.

“Horse feed,” I replied flatly. “Your secret spell was sending people around asking about horse feed.”

“Of course not,” he said.

My brow rose in expectation.

“Scribe is the one who sent them,” the Black Knight pleasantly informed me.

I ignored the hand he offered to help me down from Zombie out of pure spite, which to my dismay, only set his lips twitching. I groaned after getting down on the ground, thighs aching for all that Captain had assured me it would get better with time. He noticed.

“That won’t do,” Black noted, then raised his voice. “Lieutenant Afia, a moment?”

I wouldn’t have been able to set apart the soldier who approached us from any of the others, which I supposed was the point of his retinue going without visible marks. Lieutenant Afia took off her helm, revealing dark eyes and darker skin. Her cheeks were lightly scarred as if clawed at by some great bird.

“Lord Black.” She saluted, fist over heart, then spared me a glance. “Lady Squire.”

Ever since Abase had broken the ring of silence around me, the Blackguards had thawed enough so that I sometimes held short conversations with a few of them and that I’d noticed their little quirks. See, when titles came out, I was Lady Squire just as Sabah was Lady Captain and Scribe their Lady Scribe. Black, though, they always called Lord Black. Never Lord Knight or Lord Black Knight. It was a subtle thing but telling: It was the man they were paying respect to, not the Name. I’d never heard a tale about any of the Blackguards turning on their master and somehow doubted I ever would.

“You have been studying healing under Captain Saad, I believe,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” she beamed. “It’s my training for the year.”

The Blackguards were paid higher for the year if they took the time to train in a particular skill prized by their master. Most of them took advantage of the offer.

“A good choice,” Black praised. “It will keep its worth even after you retire from my service.”

“Not for many years, lord,” Lieutenant Afia fervently promised.

I barely refrained from rolling my eyes. Sometimes the way they got around him was a little much. The smile he gave her was almost fatherly, which should have felt wrong but somehow didn’t. Black looked like he was in some sort of ageless twenties, while Afia was clearly past thirty, but he had just enough presence to pull it off.

“I would borrow your learning, lieutenant,” Black said. “A dulling cantrip for myself and Catherine, if you do not mind.”

“Of course,” she eagerly volunteered.

Like Zacharis had in the back room of the Pit, the dark-skinned lieutenant spoke an incantation in magetongue, but that was where the similarity ended. The word was paired with tracing a shimmering symbol in the air, one whose contour fought my eyes to remain vague, and the rush of power was quick and precise.

The ache in my legs immediately grew lighter, already more than half gone. She made another pass after, probably reinforcing her work, and almost preened when Black thanked her.

I got why they liked him so much. His thighs were perfectly fine, but he’d still asked the spell for the both of us, a small gesture to spare my pride. It might not seem like much, but loyalty was built on the foundation of small gestures just like that. It was hard to hate someone who went out of their way to show you kindness.

I cleared my throat, suddenly uncomfortable. “So, what now?” I asked. “I can’t see a way to go into the village without spooking them, but that’s where we’re going to find their trail.”

“We cannot avoid being seen,” Black agreed. “Which is why instead, we need to be seen in the right way.”

I squinted at him. “I’m not sure there’s a right way for the Empire to be seen in these parts,” I told him frankly.

Praesi rule ran petty uncontested in the heartlands of Callow these days, but Peren Woods was at the edge of those. The border between the center and the south, in practice.

“I don’t mean affection, Catherine,” he said. “You might not be aware of it, but the Second Legion patrols the outskirts of these woods regularly.”

Made sense. The Legions kept a lid on banditry, of which Peren Woods was the greatest nest.

I hummed in understanding of what he was getting at. “So, a line or two of legionaries from the Second won’t scare off the Foxtails the way the Blackguards would,” I said. “You’re pretending to be a routine patrol.”

If the bandits went into hiding for weeks every time legionaries came anywhere near their hideout, they wouldn’t ever get anything done. They’d go quiet after we strolled in, sure, but quiet wasn’t gone.

“I’m guessing some of those bags you’ve stuck on the spare mounts are full of Second Legion gear,” I continued.

“So they are,” Black amiably replied.

I grimaced. “I don’t suppose I could just tie my hair under the helmet instead of cutting it according to regulations?” I asked.

Legionaries kept it short, but I liked my hair. It was a risk to keep it long when I got into as many fights as I did, but it was one of the few concessions to vanity I’d ever allowed myself.

“That won’t be necessary,” he replied without batting an eye.

The lack of hesitation took me aback. I didn’t think he would accept.

“Thanks,” I finally said.

“What for?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “You will not be coming with us into Grenfork, so cutting your hair is unnecessary.”

I paused. “What do you mean I won’t be coming?”

“I thought it a fairly straightforward statement,” he dryly replied.

I bit down on a too-sharp response. The Black Knight allowed me a great deal of leeway when we talked, particularly during our lessons, but there were unspoken lines not to be crossed.

“Why even bring me here if I’m not going to do anything?” I asked.

“Scribe and Captain will not be going either, Catherine,” he said. “Not every tool is meant for every task.”

True enough, I thought, but somehow it still rubbed me wrong. What had he made me his apprentice for if not actually to do things? The lessons were good, useful stuff, but if I didn’t start racking up achievements, I wasn’t going to get anywhere with the Dread Empire. I’d not chosen to become a villain so that I might be treated like a student of the War College, carefully taught for years before I was allowed near anything too dangerous. If I didn’t make this count, then the choices I’d made…

It wasn’t much of an argument, though, and Black did not seem inclined to continue the conversation either.

I recognized that look on his face as one that spoke of a matter being closed, so despite my frustrations, I bit my tongue and got out of his way. I could only lose by arguing with someone who wouldn’t change their mind.

He and forty of the Blackguards—two “lines” of twenty soldiers, in Legion parlance—changed into the chainmail and tabard of Legion regulars, strapping kite shields to their backs and arming swords to their hips. To refine the appearance of being out on a real patrol, they carried packs on their backs as well, the kind of supplies real Praesi soldiers would be expected to drag everywhere.

They headed out to Grenfork as soon as they were done, leaving the rest of us to wait in the hidden camp. Most of the remaining Blackguards went about finishing setting up for the evening while Captain, after patting my back fondly, told me she was settling in for a nap.

I had nothing to do except read, but I felt too restless to try to get ahead in my lessons. My limbs were itching, and I ended up walking around camp with no real aim until I found a sight that caught my interest.

About thirty feet outside of the camp, near the edge of a fallow field, someone was fiddling with a raggedy scarecrow.

My feet led me forward, over a broken-down boundary wall and into the weeds, as I watched the lone woman stuff the scarecrow’s straw guts back into its belly with deft hands. And though she did not turn as I approached, no matter how quiet my footsteps were, I had no expectation of taking her by surprise. That spared me disappointment when she finally turned to look my way with not a speck of surprise on her face.

“Catherine,” Scribe greeted me. “I believe we are overdue a talk, you and I.”

I couldn’t say that I disliked Scribe, mostly because that’d imply I knew much of anything about her. Black and Captain weren’t exactly open books, but after three weeks of traveling together, I’d learned things about both. Like Sabah being married with children, or Black apparently having terrible taste in wine.

It was inevitable to pick up on some small things when you talked long enough with someone.

Scribe, though, remained almost as blank a slate as she had been when I first met her. I’d learned from when it was her time cooking that she favored spices more than the other two—or me, for that matter—and she seemed to dislike horses. But aside from that, I had frustratingly little to go on. I couldn’t even remember what her hair color was, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. Even attempting to write it down in the dirt or on parchment didn’t work; I’d forget before I could start.

I’d asked Black whether it was magic or the power of her Name that made it so hard to recall anything about her, but he’d only smiled. Prick.

“Might be,” I finally said to her. “You haven’t been real eager for us to talk so far.”

She might not have outright avoided me, but even between her perennial state of being busy and the way she disappeared at times, she’d had decent occasions for us to chat that had gone unused. I’d even tried to get a conversation going once or twice myself, only to take the hint of polite but bare bone replies and go away.

“I saw no need before having looked more thoroughly into you,” Scribe replied.

That, I thought grimly, does not sound like a signpost toward a pleasant conversation.

“I haven’t done much worth looking into,” I said, and it was even mostly true.

“Everything you have done is worth looking into now that you seek to become the Squire,” Scribe calmly replied.

Was it me, or had there almost been a reproach in the way she’d said that?

“It was offered to me,” I said.

“Yes,” she agreed. “And that is interesting as well. What does he see in you that sets you apart from all the other claimants so starkly?”

My guts clenched. “Claimants, huh? I take it that’s the proper word for them?” I asked. “The other contenders to become Squire, I mean.”

She didn’t bother to humor my aside. It was irritating, mostly because I had been trying to take the conversation off-road, and she wasn’t falling for it. Instead, she picked at the scarecrow’s shoulder, tidying it up, and kept a cold eye on me.

“Your criminal associations are minor,” Scribe said. “Uncommon in orphanage wards, which are meant to place in respectable trades, but not unheard of. Your ties to Liam Henley, formerly a captain in the Royal Guard, do border on seditious but fall short of outright crossing the line.”

Wait, Old Liam had been a captain back in the day? I’d had no idea he was even an officer. He hated talking about the Conquest. The most I’d ever got out of him was that he’d been part of the Siege of Summerholm.

“I needed a sword teacher,” I got out. “He offered a fair price.”

“And you have not been shy in seeking teachers since,” Scribe observed. “Your arrangement with Sergeant Miserly of the Fifth Legion to learn Ecane proves as much.”

Gods, how did she even know about that? It was a handshake deal; there should have been no parchment trail for her to follow.

“Is that illegal, now?” I bit out. “I never hid any of this.”

Hadn’t boasted about it, either, but it wasn’t like I had lied or gone out of my way to hide things.

“The compendium of extracts from Elementary Spellcraft you obtained was illegal,” Scribe calmly replied. “As were two other books you traded in at the pawn shop known as Edward’s Oddities.”

My lips thinned because she had me there. “Everybody calls it Ed’s Odds,” I sneered because if I couldn’t be right, I could at least be petty. “Besides, it’s fucking nonsense that so many books on magic are illegal, and you know it. They’re not really dangerous.”

“Of course, they aren’t,” Scribe said. “That is not why we banned them. Forcing scarcity and then watching the existing supply allows us to identify Callowan practitioners that do not join the Hedges’ Guild.”

I paused at the blunt admission that the Dread Empire was keeping track of Callowan’s magical talents, which was one of those things everyone suspected but no one could really prove. I was itching to press her on that but managed to hold my tongue. She was doing the same thing I’d tried on her earlier, laying out verbal bait for me to take.

Only what was even the point? She was Named—the Carrion Lord’s own shadow. If she wanted to interrogate me instead of playing this little game, who would stop her?

No. Wrong question. Who could stop her? Only someone higher up the ladder, I figured, and as far as I knew, there was only one such man around these parts. The fact she was playing nice meant she either didn’t think the Black Knight would approve of this or that she’d already asked and been refused.

Either was something I could use.

“What is it about me that bothers you so much you’d go behind Black’s back to do this?” I asked evenly.

Not a twitch, not a breath. Scribe had no tells to pick up on.

“You are dangerous, Catherine Foundling.”

I laughed in her face, unable to help it. “Dangerous?” I got out. “Gods, to the people who did the Conquest? I didn’t think this was going to take a turn to flattery.”

“You see only the power you can gain, child,” Scribe coldly replied. “And it blinds you to the realities of the world you enter. Do you believe that the Carrion Lord choosing a Callowan orphan as his first and only apprentice is an act that will not have consequences?”

I took a step back. In the afternoon’s failing light, the slender woman somehow seemed to loom over me—as if anger lent her the inches her flesh lacked.

“That offering a nobody the position he has denied the finest and most powerful children of Praes for decades will not make enemies? The simple act of breathing makes you dangerous, Catherine Foundling. He took a chance on you, and even now that I have dug up every skeleton in your closet, I do not understand why.”

That last sentence was the first time anything but ice had slipped into her voice, and the slip in control gave me a hint at what lay behind all this. She didn’t understand why he’d chosen me as Squire, and it was worrying her. Because while I knew little about namelore and the inner workings of the Empire were hidden from the likes of me, I could still guess that if a choice like this became known as a mistake, it would cost him. I exhaled, and the tension left my shoulders because now I knew that Scribe wasn’t really after me. She was worried about her friend, or whatever it was those two were to each other, and so she’d been rattling my cage to see if it’d help her make sense of this.

“I don’t know either,” I quietly told her. “You think I don’t wonder all the time? Every time I think I might know, I’m proved wrong. Fuck, he dragged me all this way and then told me to sit everything out.”

I felt the weight of her gaze assessing me. Finally, she sighed. “Tread carefully, Catherine Foundling,” she warned. “You will wield power as the Squire, and power is a finite thing. If it is in your hands, it is no longer in someone else’s. Make sure you are worth the enemy that incurred.”

Jaw clenched, I nodded.

“And besides, you are wrong,” she added, straightening the scarecrow’s brimmed hat. “He did not tell you to stay in camp.”

With a nod as only farewell, she brushed past me on silent footsteps. I almost argued about what she’d said, but then I forced myself to think back. To remember the exact words of my conversation with the Black Knight. You will not be coming with us into Grenfork, he’d said, but that left a door wide open. As Scribe had implied, he’d said nothing at all about me going there without him.

I stayed there at the edge of the fallow field, eyes closed and thought. If I wanted to find the Foxtails, how would I go about it? They were bandits, and there was only so much to leverage there, yes, but they were also mercenaries and rebels.

I forced myself to look for angle after angle, but none stuck. I didn’t really have anything that’d let me find them out in the woods or even find them in Grenfork, to be honest. But then I thought about Scribe calling me blind and realized that, in a way, she’d had a point. I had made this about me—about how I could find them—when it didn’t have to be. So instead, I walked back to camp and headed straight to where Black and his soldiers had changed into legionary’s armor. The Black Knight was a methodical man, so I found there what I’d expected: There were still many pieces left, spares brought just in case.

In my pack, I still had the clothes I’d been given in Laure, which meant I only needed one more thing. It took me a few minutes of looking through the camp, but eventually, I found the familiar face. Lieutenant Abase was sitting on a log, sharpening his sword. The Sanke offered me a smile when I approached.

“Catherine,” he said. “Do you need something?”

“That’s why I came,” I admitted. “I need a favor.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And what might it be?”

“I need you,” I told him with utter seriousness, “to punch me in the face.”


Chapter nine
Lock
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A trick relying on circumstance is as a ship risking the tide; a trick relying on the opponent’s nature is as the tide itself.
—Magister Haides, the Elder of Stygia

The first downside to making a plan that involved getting punched in the face was, well, that you got punched in the face. Lieutenant Abase was a fit man, at least six feet tall and well-built, so when he socked me good, it hurt. It was also going to leave a black eye, which was half the reason I’d asked him to do it. The other half involved why he was now running after me in the woods with two other Blackguards dressed as legionaries as they all shouted loudly about not letting me go.

They’d been making a racket, chasing me for a quarter-hour now, and had even “caught” me once, but I’d fought my way clear. I’d taken another bruise there—Abase kicking at my ribs to push me down before the others coincidentally got in each other’s way just enough that I was able to make another run for it. We should have been just far enough from Grenfork that the shouting wouldn’t draw the attention of villagers, who were the last people I wanted to be involved in this. They were selling goods to rebels, which was a crime by the Empire’s reckoning, but one that fetched a much kinder fate than outright rebellion. It was the difference between a fine and a noose, with the amount of wiggle room depending on the magistrate passing judgment.

My voice was raw from all the screaming I’d done; my body was a mass of bruises, and I’d rolled through so many bushes I might as well have been made of twigs and dirt. You might say that my general distaste for forests was taking a distinctly personal turn, but that wasn’t the part that made my stomach clench in nervousness.

If this went on for much longer, I’d have to “get away” from Lieutenant Abase and his helpers, or else the game would be good as given up. There was only so long they could reasonably almost catch me. Considering we were getting closer to sundown by the moment, that would mean passing the night in Peren Woods if I stuck to the plan.

I ducked behind a large lightning-struck oak and dropped between the roots, hiding there for a moment to catch my breath.

Gods Above, let me not need to spend the night out here. The stories about this place weren’t as bad as those about the Waning Woods farther south, which were the playground of fae and worse, but Peren was no peaceful garden. There were armies buried beneath these roots, treasures beautiful and terrible tucked away in hidden burrows. The bandits were the least of the dangers to be found here.

Catching my breath, I gingerly felt my jaw and winced when I found a bruise there I hadn’t noticed. My teeth had knocked together when I got thrown down earlier, and I’d bit into my cheeks, so when I spat to the side, I found the spit tainted with red.

“All right,” I told myself, breathing in. “Here we go again.”

Only, I rose straight into the tip of a knife pointed at my throat. My eyes widened as a pair of hands grabbed me by the scruff of the neck just in time to avoid my death. The gasp I let out was swallowed by the gloved hand covering my mouth, and the man with the knife in front of me risked a look over the roots as the other Foxtail drew me close to the trunk.

“Quiet now,” a woman’s voice whispered into my ear. “We don’t want them coming over, do we?”

I dutifully shook my head.

“Going south, to the river,” the man quietly said. “We just need to wait.”

I wiggled in the woman’s grasp, and she released me, allowing me to take a step back and a good look at my “rescuers” with it. Both were classically Callowan in looks, dark-haired with blue eyes, and easily into their thirties. The man with the knife wore only hunting leathers under his cloak that were well-oiled so they would not creak, but the woman—whose long hair was drawn back into a ponytail—wore a breastplate over hers and had a longsword at her hip. Both bore a small tuft of white hair on a necklace, the side of it badly dyed red. A foxtail on the cheap, I thought but was careful to pretend I hadn’t seen them.

“Who are you?” I whispered.

The knife that had been withdrawn rose again, pointed straight at my face.

“We’ll be the ones asking the questions, girl,” he said.

The other Foxtail let out a grunt of displeasure, pulling down his arm. “Girl?” she challenged. “Do you have any idea what kind of an arse you sound like, Blake?”

The man’s face pulled up in a grimace, calling my eye to a small silvery scar across his nose.

“Now she knows my name,” he hissed. “Don’t you—”

The woman ignored him, offering me a smile. “I’m Myrtle,” she told me. “We’re not with the Praesi; you’re safe with us.”

“You’re partisans,” I realized, putting on a touch of surprise.

Our people’s word for rebel, going back to the days when Procer had occupied our lands. Our lords had refused to call themselves rebels, as it implied the princes of Procer had any right at all to rule over us. They noted the term I’d used, as I’d meant them to, and the man’s shoulders loosened some.

“We are,” Myrtle agreed. “Part of the Foxtails.”

She flicked the tuft of fur hanging off her neck as if to illustrate, then smiled again. All nice and gentle, as if to ease a skittish horse.

“Can I ask what your name is?”

“Catherine Founders,” I said. “From Laure.”

There would be no hiding my accent if anyone this far south recognized it, so I might as well own up to it from the start. As for the name, well, I wasn’t sure I trusted myself to answer to one too different from mine. Better to stick to something close instead.

“You’re a long way from home, Catherine,” Blake bluntly said. “Why are you here, running in our woods?”

Our woods, huh? Bit much to call them that when the Praesi still collected taxes within walking distance.

“I’m trying to get away from the Empire,” I confessed. “I—I didn’t know where else to go. They’re everywhere, but back home they say anyone can disappear in the Peren Woods.”

“Do you know why they’re chasing you?” Myrtle gently asked.

I feigned hesitation, which made Blake lean in with a scowl. Were they playing me, running a priest and thug game? Or was that just their temperaments at work? Either way, friendliness from one and menace from the other would have made the girl I was pretending to be sing like a songbird.

“Out with it,” he pressed, and this time Myrtle said nothing to stop him.

Running a game, I decided, though it might not be the whole of it.

“My mother gave me a bracelet,” I said. “Told me it’s precious, and there is a magic to it, so I must never show or lose it. Only she died last winter, and times have been so rough with the new taxes…”

The shame there was harder to fake than the anger, which still burned in my belly at the memory of Kojo’s excesses.

“So, you went to sell it,” Myrtle egged me on.

I nodded. “It’s magic, so I went to the Hedges’ Guild, and they said—”

Blake spat to the side, sympathy coming to his face for the first time since we’d met. “Whatever the Praesi told them to say, Founders,” he said. “The Carrion Lord owns them, body and soul. Is that when they began to chase you?”

I nodded again. “My uncle’s in the city guard, and he let me out during the night,” I elaborated. “I didn’t know where else to go, so I headed south.”

Myrtle eyed me up and down. “Selling everything you own to eat on the way here, I take it,” she said.

“I still have a few coppers,” I said defensively.

Myrtle smothered a smile.

Come on, see how hopeless and harmless I am. Don’t you want to bring me in?

“And your bracelet?” Blake asked.

I stared at him with open distrust. Myrtle cleared her throat, giving me an encouraging smile.

“I buried it,” I flatly said. “You don’t need to know where.”

“Peace, girl,” Blake said, now sounding amused. “I only wondered whose work it might have been to earn such attention.”

“He was a student in the Tower of Swans before the Praesi ended it, so he knows about these things,” Myrtle told me.

A wizard, then, I thought. I’d have to be careful about him. Callowan wizards had never been feared the way the Praesi mages were, but they’d been nothing to scoff at, either. There’d been a handful of schools teaching magic in the Old Kingdom, though all were closed now.

“It’s close to the village,” I finally said.

As I’d wanted, it made them hesitate. The shouting earlier might have drawn attention, and the last thing they wanted was to have the legionaries in Grenfork stumble over them when they went to unearth my treasure.

“Might be best to go back for it tomorrow, then,” Myrtle told me. “Or even in a few days.”

I slowly nodded. “Can I—” I began, then bit my lip.

“You can come with us for tonight,” Myrtle said, patting my shoulder. “I don’t know about staying more than a few days, though; we only take in fighters.”

“It’s the captain’s decision anyway,” Blake said with put-on airiness. “You’d have to find a gift to change her mind.”

If I really was exhausted and fresh off looking death—or worse—in the eye, I might not have seen through even that transparent of a manipulation. Then again, that’d been what I had been counting on. The Foxtails called themselves partisans, so they’d be inclined to help a girl escape legionaries on general principle, but that didn’t necessarily mean bringing me in. For them to want to keep me around, I’d known I would need bait. An enchanted trinket interesting enough for the Empire to want it might be worth a fortune, the kind that’d help a band hiding out in the woods tuck away coin for bad months, so I’d figured it would tip the scales my way.

Rebels they might be, but they were also bandits and mercenaries.

Both of those loved a pocket full of gold.

“Thank you,” I said, relief bleeding out into the words. “Thank you so much.”

And I meant it too.

Just not for the reasons they thought.

The two Foxtails knew these woods well. As far as I could tell, there was no trail or markings, but they moved around with certainty nonetheless.

We’d gone what I was pretty sure was west, and after a while, we were far enough from my earlier pursuers that the pair grew comfortable enough to begin chatting. Some of it was ribbing each other—friendly enough I figured that they actually got along—but they went out of their way to try to draw me into the conversation, asking me what my trade had been and what my family had been like. I told them I’d been a scrivener, working for traders and sometimes the city guard, but I stayed vague on the subject of who my father had been, which they seemed to think meant I’d been born of a noble’s dalliance with a city girl. It’d only make them thirstier for my nonexistent bracelet, so I encouraged the misunderstanding shamelessly. I did get some things out of them in turn, though.

Myrtle was from the southern side of Peren Woods, the northmost part of what had been the duchy of Liesse, and her family were hunters. A lot of the villagers around the woods lived as much off game as grain, she told me, so hunters were always welcome. Blake had been a student at the Tower of Swans, the school of magic founded near the city of Liesse, but he’d escaped their bad end during the final stretch of the Conquest. No one in Laure had been able to tell me what had happened there, save that the Warlock had slain all the wizards holed up in their tower after they refused to surrender and be disbanded.

“It wasn’t some kind of great sorcerous battle.” Blake sighed when I asked about it. “Going out in a blaze of glory was exactly what the old masters wanted.”

“Fools,” Myrtle said but without rancor.

“It was a matter of pride,” Blake challenged. “The Silvered Tower folded within weeks of the Wizard of the West dying, and the School of Dust went belly up the moment a legion camped outside the wards. Someone needed to stand up to the Empire.”

“So, what happened?” I asked.

“What happened,” the man started, “is that the Warlock showed up with a few companies of regulars for escort, and then he walked around the grounds twice with his tools, tracing two wards.”

I frowned. “He besieged you,” I said.

“That’s what the tower masters thought,” Blake said, eyes far away. “Let him try the tower’s walls, they said. We might not have been the Silvered Tower, but our wards were old and deep. He’d spend his strength against our stone and earn nothing but our laughter for it.” He scoffed. “Only he did nothing but wait, and it was only after a week we realized the breathing was getting thin,” he bitterly said. “Two wards, he’d set. One that stopped air coming, and the second to protect the first.”

I let out a gasp of understanding. “He starved you of air.”

“Aye,” Blake agreed. “So, it was us who left our tower trying to break down his wards to batter our way to air not yet fouled, and he watched from behind his circles while the legionaries shot us. No magic, no glory—just arrows and the screams of men dying.”

“But you lived,” I said.

“We surrendered,” he said. “Once all the war wizards were dead, and we were choking on our own breath, the fight went out of everyone. They spared the youngest apprentices, those who’d been learning for less than a year, and took the rest as prisoners. I just barely made the cut-off.”

He shouldn’t be much of a wizard, then, I mentally noted. More a dabbler than anything.

“Fools,” Myrtle repeated, shaking her head. “What did pride win them? They should have bided their time.”

“They’d lived all their lives in that tower, Myrtle,” he replied. “It was their home; they weren’t going to let the Praesi plunder it without a fight.” The older man passed a hand through his hair. “Maybe they were fools,” he finally said. “But then maybe there are things worth being fools about.”

You’re wrong, I thought. If you’d surrendered, you still would have lost the libraries and all the magic trinkets, but you would have kept your lives—the learning inside your heads. Instead, the proud wizards of the Tower of Swans had died, and their knowledge was lost for good. Now, it was Praesi magic that was left to learn, or the magics Praesi had chosen to leave alone. We can’t beat them with either.

The grim turn of the story did not cast too dark a cloud over our company, perhaps because the wound behind it was long healed. Myrtle was telling me of a hunt she’d gone on with her father as a girl, pursuing a white stag deep into the woods, when the story stuttered to a halt and our steps with it.

I looked around, but there was nothing to prompt a halt, only a few large rocks lying around, some trees, dead leaves, and what looked like a patch of muddy dirt. Myrtle closed her mouth around her fingers to let out a sharp whistle, but the band of armed woodsmen I’d expected did not come bursting out of hiding. Instead, a length of red fur slid out from under a knot of roots, the fattest fox I had ever seen waddling out. It made its way atop a flat stone and plopped itself down there, regarding us with yellow eyes. Now that it was lying at rest instead of standing up, it was distressingly close to spherical.

“You two again,” the fox said, speaking in a deep voice. “You best not have forgotten the mouse this time.”

I went still at the sound. Some kind of forest spirit? Fae sometimes took animal shapes or lent beasts some wits for their own amusement, but the intelligence in those eyes did not seem false.

“That was only once.” Blake sighed.

The mage reached for his pocket and produced a folded cloth, which he undid to reveal a dead mouse. Without further ceremony, he tossed it at the fox, who rose on its toes just high enough to snatch it out of the air before settling down.

“Gwood,” the creature said, chewing on the flesh as it spoke. “Thwat will do.”

“Her as well,” Myrtle said, laying a hand on my shoulder.

The fox eyed me silently, swallowing the last of the dead mouse with gluttonous indifference. It then sniffed at the air.

“Another lost soul for the cause?” it asked. “And he already smells of horse.”

The two Foxtails stiffened at that, and I was uncomfortably reminded that I stood unarmed between two trained killers. If they caught on to me…

I didn’t know what this thing was, so I had to tread carefully.

“She,” I flatly replied. “She smells of horse, because she hasn’t washed since riding one.”

Sniffing at the air, the creature licked its chops and then nodded. “Not a lie,” it said.

Myrtle’s grip on my shoulder loosened, but I did not let myself breathe out in relief.

“It will do,” the fox said. “You may follow.”

It got up, shaking its fur, and leaped down from the stone with an agility that was difficult to believe. It began trotting away, the two Foxtails hurrying up behind it. I followed.

“What is that thing?” I quietly asked.

“A spirit of the woods,” Myrtle answered. “Our captain made a bargain with him.”

“He’s our guide,” Blake curtly said. “That’s all you need to know.”

Guide or not, the creature moved unnaturally fast, enough that we constantly had to hurry to keep up. Only the distance grew, and it got farther and farther away until we were nearly running after a red streak I could barely make out among the trees and leaves. How long we moved, I could not say; I was entirely consumed by trying not to lose the creature. When the spot of red disappeared into a thick wall of bushes, we followed it in. Branches and thorns pressed against my face, and I pushed them off. I was still blinking leaves out of my eyes when I stumbled into a clearing. There was no trace of the fox spirit we had been chasing, but I hardly spared that a thought.

The truly massive tree commanded my full attention.

“It’s quite a sight, isn’t it?” Myrtle smiled, coming to stand beside me.

“Gods,” I said. “I didn’t think trees got that big.”

There were houses in Laure that were not as large, and few things in the old capital stood taller than the towering oak before me. The roots spreading out of its base were almost as tall as I was, some thicker than thighs as they sloped down toward the ground. That oak had to be at least two hundred feet tall, which was ridiculous. Even with my eyes staying on the fox as we moved, there was no way I could have missed it.

“How can this place possibly be hidden?” I asked. “It’s—”

“Older than us,” Blake interrupted. “Maybe older than the Kingdom of Callow. And only people who know where it is can find it.”

I blinked, the pieces coming together. “So that’s why you made a pact with the fox,” I said. “So he would show you the way. Why pay him every time, though? Once you know, you shouldn’t need him.”

“The fucker makes sure to go fast enough that we can’t spare the time to learn the path,” Myrtle said through gritted teeth. “Costs us a mouse every time. Why do you think he’s so fat?”

It would be a mistake, I reminded myself, to let myself smile at that.

Even if it was objectively hilarious that an obese fox spirit was taking advantage of the bandits just to keep living like a decadent mouse-eating king. Despite my best efforts, though, my lips twitched as the two Foxtails ushered me into their hideout. I didn’t fight against the levity too much, knowing I’d miss it soon enough.

Now that I had found the bandits, there was precious little laughter left ahead.

It was a hollow tree, which I really should have guessed the moment I first saw it.

Mind you, it was a little more elaborate than just that. The way in was hidden among the tall roots, the entrance to the tunnel covered by a carpet of branches and leaves. The tunnel was narrow, and its ceiling low enough that even I had to bend down—which I didn’t much enjoy after the day’s collection of bruises. Whoever built this must have expected people to move on their knees because it couldn’t have been taller than five feet. The slope went down into the earth, and after thirty breaths at most, the three of us emerged above a massive common room where a wall of noise smacked me right in the face: laughing, talking, shouting, chairs scraping against wood, and plates clattering against tables. There must have been at least sixty people in here, and it barely filled up the bottom floor.

The hideout was a rough circle, beginning twenty feet below us with a wooden floor covered in tables and seats, as well as what looked like a makeshift kitchen. There was a massive sculpted pillar in the middle, going up to the unseen top of the tree, and near its base, a mass of cloaks and drying clothes hung like some kind of ragtag tapestry. Down on the floor, the Foxtails were celebrating in a jolly mood. Ale barrels were cracked open, and bowls of stew were handed out freely while bandits gambled and tussled and drank together. There were a few tunnels—four, I counted—heading out from that bottom floor, leading to other places underground, but the round mage lights and torches illuminating the great room did not extend into them. None seemed guarded, but it was too early to tell.

Above the common room was nothing; the great tree was entirely hollow inside. Narrow stairs were carved into the side of the tree, leading to walkways that circled around the length of it and revealing small nooks the Foxtails used as bedchambers. They were small ones, though, barely large enough for a single person, and they went all the way up until there were no more mage lights, smoke trailing into the darkness up there. There must be an opening of some sort if the torch smoke hadn’t killed everybody in here yet, but the part that caught my eye the most was neither the bottom of the hideout nor the wall. Within the great wooden pillar at the center, maybe halfway up, a chamber had been carved.

It looked like some sort of mill with truly massive millstones cut out of a milky white stone that I had never seen the likes of before. The machinery that would make them turn was half-gone, wooden wheels strengthened with the same milky stone moved out of alignment or entirely missing, and it looked like much of the chamber had been cannibalized for materials. There was at least half a foot of room between the top and bottom millstone, the upper one hanging from thick iron chains coming out of the chamber’s ceiling. Weeping Heavens—that couldn’t be simple iron, not holding up a millstone longer than I was tall. Two narrow walkways led there from the side of the tree, neither of them with guard rails.

Falling off one of those was not something that one would easily recover from.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Myrtle smirked.

I mutely nodded.

She nudged me forward. “Come on,” she said. “We’ve got to introduce you to Captain Alden before letting you settle in for the night.”

I followed her down the stairs to the bottom floor, Blake parting ways with us there. He gave me a curt nod, his passing friendliness having cooled since the fox spirit had mentioned I’d ridden a horse. Though I’d not mentioned it, it wasn’t suspicious, not exactly. It only made sense I’d paid for a mount to flee if I’d managed to stay ahead of the Empire as I’d claimed in my story. Something about the detail seemed to have set him off, though. He’s only one man, I thought. As long as I keep an eye on him, I’ll be fine. Even if he thought something was off about me, at the end of the day, I was only one girl surrounded by what had to be more than sixty men. I didn’t even have a knife on me, while by the looks of it, hardly anyone here went unarmed. I couldn’t really be counted as a threat, and in a sense, I wasn’t. It wasn’t like I was going to try to knife everyone here as they slept.

As soon as I’d confirmed the gold was here, I’d slip out and head straight for Grenfork. There, I would find Black and tell him about the bargain with the fox that’d let him find the way to the hideout. Spirits had no loyalty; it wasn’t like the fox would turn down an offering. And even should he balk, well, Praesi mages had a reputation for a reason. Worse come to worse, they’d bind the spirit and make him do their bidding.

Since the Foxtails weren’t so many that they couldn’t recognize a new face, I got a few curious glances as I followed Myrtle through the crowd but hardly more than that. Most of the bandits were more interested in drinking and gambling than paying attention to a girl covered in dirt, black eye or not, and Myrtle must have been an officer of some sort because she got respectful nods as she passed. Though she’d mentioned meeting her captain, that was not where she brought me. I was pulled to a rough kitchen counter, where she gestured for me to sit while she leaned over to whisper in a cook’s ear. He was a big, bearded man, ruddy-cheeked and built like a bear, but he gave me a friendly grin after Myrtle drew back.

“I’m guessing you haven’t had a decent meal in too long, Catherine,” the cook said.

“Gods.” I sighed. “You can say that again.”

“Hopps here will see to it your belly’s full,” Myrtle said, squeezing my shoulder encouragingly. “I’ll go see if the captain’s free, but don’t worry if it takes a while; she’s got a lot on her plate these days.”

Oh? That sounded like the imperial gold was bringing her some troubles, which was interesting to hear. Trouble could potentially be useful.

“I’m not one to turn down a warm meal,” I replied.

Myrtle gave me one last smile before walking away, and I felt the slightest pang of guilt. Oh, she and Blake had tried to play me earlier to nudge me into offering up my nonexistent enchanted bracelet, but I couldn’t hold much of a grudge over that. The way she saw it, keeping it probably would have gotten me killed. She was being halfway decent to what she thought was an exhausted and terrified girl, and that decency stung. I did not deserve it, and though these people had all been good as dead the moment they stole from the Tower, it left a bad taste in my mouth to help that end along. It was too late to back down now, though; I knew that. So, I pushed down my discomfort and forced a smile as the cook named Hopps slid a hot bowl of stew my way.

“Smells good,” I said, grabbing the offered wooden spoon.

“Hunter’s stew, an old favorite.” Hopps smiled. “We made bread this morning; I’ll get you a few slices.”

I tried the stew as he left and found it pretty solid fare. A little heavy on the carrots, but the pieces of meat were savory, and I was pretty sure it was stag I was tasting. I’d never had that before.

The bearded cook came back with the promised bread, leaning against the counter as he watched me dig in with an appetite that surprised me. It was hungry work, all this running and lying.

“There’s more people here than I thought there would be,” I said, dipping bread into the stew.

“Used to be more, if you can believe it. We took losses a few months back, though we’re recruiting back to strength now,” Hopps said. “Might be you’ll be part of that, I hear.”

“I hope,” I said, swallowing the stew-drenched bread. “I noticed everyone’s got that necklace with the fur on it; is it because of the spirit outside?”

“That and the old song,” Hopps dryly said. “But don’t say fox too loud, or else you’ll get the drunks singing it again. Everyone not three tankards in is well sick of hearing it.”

I cocked my head to the side. “The Fox in the Woods?” I asked, pitching my voice low.

“That’s the one,” Hopps agreed, then snorted. “Funny, though, our other guest asked the same question. Guess the necklace must stand out when you’re not used to it.”

“Other guest?” I lightly asked.

“We got a visitor from the south,” the bearded cook said. “An old friend of the captain’s sent him our way.”

The large man cast a look around, then brightened when he found what he was looking for. I followed his gaze even as he began gesturing with enthusiasm, finding at the end a man—tall and slender, his brown hair curly and of shoulder length. He was dressed plainly but well, in riding leathers covered by a polished breastplate. Both boots and gloves were fitted to him, not ornate but clearly of quality. He rose from the table where he’d sat alone, and at Hopps’s urging, he sent a smile our way, but when I looked into those warm, brown eyes, I almost shivered. There was no reason I should feel a sliver of disgust catching in my throat, but I did. It was like…

Every part of that man was handsome in principle. The hair was perfectly tousled, the face fair, and looks gentle. He was well-formed, as far as could be measured with any impartiality, yet looking at the whole of him, there was something almost reptilian. When he moved and the light cast on his face changed, suddenly his warm eyes seemed coldly malevolent, as if some deeply Evil nature was bleeding out from under his skin. I kept my own face friendly even as the stranger approached, sitting by my side as Hopps shot me an apologetic look.

“I have to return to the fires for a while; the roast for the officers needs watching, but the two of you can keep each other company,” the cook said. “Sir Vernon’s got great stories; you won’t be bored.”

“You flatter me,” Sir Vernon laughed.

“Thanks, Hopps,” I said lightly. “It’s kind of you.”

The bearded man smiled at us both before disappearing among the rest of the cooks. “Sir Vernon” set down his wine goblet against the counter, the sound somehow loud to my ear, and studied me with calm eyes.

“Now this,” the man idly said, “I did not expect.”

I could feel it better now that he sat right next to me. It was something in the air, like that terrifying weight the Black Knight had used to silence an entire hall without a word. This, though, was something more subtle, like transparent smoke filling the room one lazy curl at a time without anyone noticing. Sir Vernon, the cook had called him. I knew that name; I’d been warned of it, and part of me was distantly amused the likes of him had decided to use the same false name trick I had.

“I don’t quite catch your meaning,” I lied.

He hummed. “Yes, perhaps a spell of privacy first.”

Leaning back, he glanced around the common room until narrowing in on a large gray-haired woman that was laughing uproariously as she spilled beer all over her tunic. Her two companions seemed about as drunk and as loud. The stranger leaned their way, raising his voice to catch the large woman’s attention.

“My friend,” he said, “you should tuck that foxtail in; it is getting drenched.”

I couldn’t see any drink on the necklace, but that wasn’t what that had been about. The bandit thanked the stranger for his attention instead of taking offense—she, an older woman; he, a handsome younger man—and I saw the idea form on her face. Getting up, raising her half-empty tankard, she bellowed for attention.

“THE HENHOUSE STANDS UNLATCHED,” she belted out, and the room went wild.

Half of it to groans and jeers, but the rest were cheers, and at least another two dozen voices followed in for the second line of “The Fox in the Woods.”

“ALL WITHIN, BY THE FOX SNATCHED!”

The noise was deafening, filling the room whole, but I paid it not a speck of attention. The stranger turned his gaze back to me.

“That will do,” the Baron said, smiling pleasantly. “No one will overhear us now.”

And I smiled back just as pleasantly because the both of us had come here for the same thing, and if I didn’t play this just right, it was going to get me killed.


Chapter ten
Key
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Poison is the weapon of the trade, knife the weapon of the intimate, and sorcery the weapon of war. To use any for the improper purpose is the mark of inferior breeding, save if greater game is yet afoot.
—Extract from The Behaviors of Civil Conduct by High Lady Makena Sahelian

Hit first, hit hard. That was the way with both fights and conversations.

“If these people learn who you are,” I said, “they’ll tear you apart.”

The only other man as despised by our people as Vernon Angler was far away out in Praes commanding the Thirteenth Legion, so the brunt of that hatred had been falling on the villain known as the Baron for years. I wasn’t sure how patriotic the Foxtails actually were in practice, but it didn’t matter; even if they leaned closer to bandit than partisan, there was hardly a rebel soul out there that’d turn down the chance to kill one of the most infamous Callowan traitors. The Baron maintained his pleasant smile as if I had just commented on the weather.

“You would not survive the attempt,” he said.

I glanced at the sword at his hip, then back at his face. I was unarmed, true, but not that easy to kill.

“Try me.” I smiled.

The villain lightly laughed. “A Name inclined to the martial, I see,” he said. “But you mistake me.”

My jaw clenched. Fuck, I might have given away more than I’d wanted. He waved his hand between us as if the hostility there were smoke he could disperse.

“I do not threaten you with violence,” the Baron said. “I merely mean that should you out me in such a manner, I would be compelled to do the same to you.”

“I have nothing to hide,” I lied.

The Baron chuckled. “Come now, my friend,” he said. “What reason would you have to hide the stirrings of a Name if you came here in good faith? There is only one reason for you to keep it to yourself.” He leaned in close. “It is a Name bound to Praes,” the Baron murmured, “and you come here in the Dread Empire’s service. The only question is which Name you happen to be a claimant for.”

“You’re assuming much,” I replied, keeping my face calm.

It was an effort, considering he’d already seen through so much.

“There is already an Apprentice under the Warlock; Captain desires no pupil, and Assassin would have to be found first,” he mused, ignoring my answer. “Your penchant for violence forbids your being tied to Scribe, and Ranger’s students are taught to stay out of Callow. That leaves only one.”

The Baron shot me an assessing look. “Squire,” he stated. “Interesting. The Black Knight’s been fighting having one forced on him for decades.”

I’d given him nothing to work with, or almost nothing, and in a matter of moments, he’d still put it all together. I might be in over my head here. No, that’s fear talking. He must be fishing as well, looking to get his guesses confirmed. I still had wiggle room.

“I don’t have anything to do with the Calamities,” I said. “I’m just… not inclined to play nice, if you catch my drift.”

His expression was condescending enough that I considered slugging him in the face just for the pleasure of wiping it off.

“They would take in a villain, Catherine,” the Baron said, gesturing around us.

“Bullshit,” I bluntly replied. “They’re not just bandits; they’re also partisans.”

“This is not the Callow of my youth,” the man said. “Hero, villain? It does not matter the way it would have before the Conquest. We are growing desperate enough to fall behind any Named at all.”

“We’re not any worse off than we were a decade ago.” I frowned.

“You aren’t,” the Baron agreeably replied. “That is true of most of your generation, something that gives the old guard no end of sleepless nights.”

Apathy, Black had told me, was the keystone to keeping Callow from rebelling against the Empire. It was strange hearing his words echoed by another’s own.

“You think we’re getting too used to imperial rule,” I said.

“I know we are,” he replied. “These days, many can’t remember a time before the Tower ruled us. They have heard of the Kingdom of Callow only through stories, and stories don’t matter as much when your belly is full and your pocket full of coin.”

“Listening to you,” I drawled, “one would think the Empire is all sweetness and light.”

“The Calamities are monsters,” the Baron replied without batting an eye. “And the empress something altogether worse. But their monstrosity only ever hurts a few, while, in fact, most of Callow has benefitted from the Tower’s rule.”

“Pull the other one,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Laure’s been good as strangled by Governor Kojo.”

“And the good governor is living on borrowed time because of it.” The Baron shrugged. “Soon enough, he will have his mandate revoked or meet with an unfortunate accident. On the whole, my friend, Callow is noticeably wealthier than it was in my father’s time. The ability to sell our crops to Praes alone makes up for even the direst of misrule.”

So, he didn’t know Kojo had been hanged. He must have been on the road since before word got to Holden. I couldn’t yet see an advantage in knowing that, but it was something.

“The kingdom exported grain before the Conquest,” I pointed out.

“To Mercantis, a middleman who went on to profit reselling to other realms,” the Baron retorted. “Or to the Principate of Procer for barely a pittance. Their heartlands are just as fertile as ours; there is no need there being met.”

It wasn’t like I didn’t understand what he was getting at. Praes was, by large, pretty terrible farmland, the northern half of it being called the Wasteland because of the ruin centuries of terrible magics had visited on it. The southern half was mostly sand. Considering the Dread Empire had at least as many people in it as Callow did, that was a lot of folks who’d go hungry if the breadbasket in the Green Stretch had a bad year. Praesi, be they the Tower or the High Seats, bought Callowan grain in massive quantities and at a pretty fair price fixed by Dread Empress Malicia herself. Considering that most of Callow still lived off farming, the product coming out of those farms suddenly being worth a lot more was bound to make a lot of people live more comfortably.

“Might be that’s true,” I said, “but what’s it to you? You chose your side, infamously so.”

Something dark and furious glittered into those pleasant brown eyes, though his smile was as friendly as it’d ever been.

“The victor was already decided, Catherine,” he said evenly. “Acknowledging that reality was not treason, no matter what fools like Talbot and Lerness like to say. They knelt too, in the end, and not as gracefully as me.”

It was the ruling houses of Marchford and Vale he’d so casually named, arguably the two greatest nobles left in Callow other than the Duchess of Tirglas—who hardly counted in most people’s eyes, given how the Tiraithe kept to themselves. It was a reminder that he’d been a ruling noble longer than I’d been alive—the kind of man who got to rub elbows with the likes of them. And perhaps I should have taken that ugly glint in his eyes as a warning, but instead, all I could think was that this was the closest to a loss of control I’d gotten out of him yet. And if I balked, he’d keep control of the pace until he got what he wanted out of this conversation and left me with nothing.

Besides, I’d never been good at backing down first.

“So, was it worth it?” I softly asked, leaning in. “Now that you know if you’d waited a few months longer you could have kept your title anyway, do you think turning your cloak was worth what it cost you?”

Not all nobles who’d fought the Empire had lost their lands, after all. Those who’d surrendered after the fall of Laure had largely gotten to keep their titles, though the Tower had taken strips off their hide. In another world, Vernon Angler might have been one of them instead of a renowned traitor.

“You speak like a child,” the Baron started coldly, “with no understanding of the sacrifices made or why they were needed. And you—”

He paused there, eyes narrowing at me. “Are playing me,” he finally said, the cold gone and replaced by lukewarm pleasantness. “Perhaps you will be a break in the trend, after all.”

He was seizing the flow again, but I’d have to let him; further needling wouldn’t work. I’d already gotten anger out of the Baron, and that left an ember of satisfaction burning in my belly for more than just petty reasons. I’d found people were at their most honest when they were angry—when they ran too hot to pretend. And my look at the Vernon Angler under the smiling had shown me someone with a lot less control than he pretended to have.

“Trend?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Among us Named born of Callow,” the Baron said. “The Blacksmith went into exile, and the Scholar went mad—patently useless, the both of them.”

“They do not sound like the most helpful of souls,” I conceded.

I’d only ever heard of the Scholar, whose fall into madness after the Siege of Summerholm was a famous tale, but I kept the surprise at the other bit off my face.

“The Thief might be different,” Vernon Angler lightly said, “but she has been ignoring my overtures.”

I thought I’d hidden my surprise at the revelation that there was yet another Named in Callow, but from the Baron’s pleased smile, I’d betrayed myself.

“Oh yes, there are more of us than you’d think,” the Baron said. “Not that the Carrion Lord would be eager to tell you as much.”

“And I’m sure you’re sharing this out of the goodness of your heart,” I dryly replied.

“Consider it a courtesy from a peer.” The brown-eyed man waved away. “Besides, it seems that we might not need to be at odds.”

Ah, and here came the deal. I’d been wondering when he’d make his offer. There was no reason for him to talk with me for so long if he didn’t actually get something out of it.

“Is that so?”

“You are here in the Black Knight’s service,” the Baron said, “so we must be pursuing the same prize.”

I simply raised an eyebrow at him.

He sighed. “The Tower’s gold.”

I shrugged. “I don’t think splitting that half and half would work,” I said.

Not that we could. As far as I could tell, he’d come here alone, the same as me, which was worth a second glance. I’d connived my way into the bandit lair, sure, but I wasn’t going to be taking out the gold myself. Even if I found their stables and loaded a horse or two before making a break for it, I wouldn’t be able to run off with literal wagonloads of coin. The plan was to bring Black and his soldiers here so they could do it instead, which begged the question of how the Baron intended to do the same since, as far as I could tell, he hadn’t come with helpers. Named or not, he wasn’t going to be killing sixty hardened bandits on his own.

“That assumes obtaining the gold is what I desire from this,” the Baron mildly said. “As it happens, it is not.”

I studied him a moment. Captain had told me that Vernon Angler wanted to become governor-general of Callow in Black’s place, I recalled. And the Calamities thought he was after the gold because bringing it back would be the kind of achievement allowing him to mount another bid for the title.

“You’re saying that as long as I get the gold and not the Black Knight, it’s still a win for you,” I slowly said. “Because it’d be my achievement and not his.”

It’d reflect on him some since I was his apprentice, but not as much.

“I would have preferred to take it myself,” the Baron casually said, “but if you are here, so is he. It is too late to get away with the prize, so I will settle for denying him the same.”

And it made sense, I thought. If the man was famous for anything, wasn’t it knowing when to cut his losses? Something’s not right. I felt like I was still missing a piece.

“And you can help me do it?” I asked.

“My means of spiriting away the gold could be used for your sake instead,” the Baron said. “Should we come to terms.”

“I’m listening,” I said.

“There are rumors,” the villain started, “that after the Conquest, some artifacts from the royal vaults in Laure were sent to the Tower as trophies. I would like you to find out if this is true, and if it is, which were taken.”

I hummed. “And why’s that so important to you?”

“The Doom Bells might still exist,” the Baron said, eyes fervent.

I blinked. “They were melted down after the fall of Laure,” I slowly said. “It’s—”

“Common knowledge?” the man replied. “Never has there been a banner under which greater ignorance gathers than these two words.”

I mulled that over. “He’s been pretty forthcoming about this kind of thing so far,” I admitted. “I could probably find out.”

“This seems to me,” the Baron smiled, “an accord in the making.”

I didn’t deny it. “How would this go down?” I asked instead.

“We must wait until early morning,” he said, “when most will be asleep.”

“And then?” I pressed.

“Then I reveal the cards you are attempting to peek at,” the Baron replied calmly.

Fair enough, I thought. I hadn’t accepted anything yet; he was under no obligation to me.

“Agreed,” I finally said. “The secrets for the gold.”

His smile widened, pulling at his cheeks just a little too much that it turned his eyes into slits for the barest of moments as if he were half-snake. We didn’t shake on it; it would have been much too obvious, but we shared a nod.

“We must not keep company for too long,” the Baron said. “It will draw suspicion. Let us meet by the hearth an hour before Early Bell.”

Three hours past Midnight Bell, huh? That sounded about right for almost everyone here to be knocked out.

“See you then.” I smiled.

He smiled back, rising from his seat at the counter even as the third reprise of “The Fox in the Woods” entered its last couplet. I looked down at my now-lukewarm stew, closing my eyes as half the room yelled out the song.

“For we know, oh, we know
That in the woods, the fox is king.
Yes, we know, oh, we know
That in the woods, the fox is king.”

The deal the Baron had offered me was reasonable, and it fit with what I knew about him. More than that, I was sure that the look in his eyes when he’d asked me to find out about the artifacts had been genuine; he truly did want to know.

Everything pointed to him holding up his end of the bargain; only I knew he wouldn’t. My glimpse of what lay under the pleasantness revealed a man quick to have his pride wounded. A man much too proud to cede his prize to some nobody girl not even yet come into a Name; I was sure of that. Had he just been skilled enough of a liar to fool me? No, I decided, listening to my instincts. He wanted that secret, and going back on our deal would close that door for him. And if he was too proud to give over his prize while being willing to cede finding the gold to me, then that could mean only one thing.

Vernon Angler had not come here for the Empress’s gold.

“Well, now,” I murmured, opening my eyes. “Isn’t that interesting?”

Maybe it was time to have a look at what my friend the Baron really wanted. And if it happened to be something I wanted too? Well, a little treachery between villains was only to be expected—nothing to get upset about, surely.

“For we know, oh, we know
That in the woods, the fox is king.
Yes, we know, oh, we know
That in the woods, the fox is king.”

Finding out where they kept the gold was just a question of being methodical.

The common room was full of people drinking, so it was only a matter of time until someone went to take a piss. There were four tunnels leaving the ground floor of the hollow tree, and the one people kept going through had to be the latrines. Using that, I then pretended I needed to piss as well and asked a bald man well into his cups if another of the tunnels was the right one for the latrines. He laughingly told me that I was welcome to go there, so long as I didn’t mind sharing the straw with the horses. So, that one was the stables. That left only two tunnels, which was where it got a little trickier since neither of those passages seemed to be getting used. In the end, I figured it out because of where they’d left me to wait until their captain had time for me: the kitchen.

From the counter where I sat, I could see not only several firepits where meat was being roasted—carefully circled with stone to catch stray sparks, an important precaution when living inside something as flammable as a tree—but also large bronze cauldrons for stew and soup. Maybe a few of them would run perpetual stew, that old innkeeper’s cheat, but the whole set? No, some of those would need to be washed. Yet from what I could see, there was no water near for the cooks to use for that washing. And even if they used some of the water barrels around for that, there was no place to dump the dirty water. They must wash the cauldrons somewhere else.

After that, it was just a question of waiting until Hopps wandered back to check in on me and playing up my wonder at the hideout until I could slide in the right question.

“Although it must be a pain to go draw water from the rivers in the forest,” I said. “Dangerous too.”

The big, bearded man chuckled. “We have a well in here, just down this way,” he said, pointing down a third tunnel. “Had to widen it a bit for the barrels to pass easy, but the amount of water under here is massive.”

So, now I knew where the gold was.

“I wonder who built this place,” I absentmindedly said.

“Halflings, probably,” Hopps said.

I started in surprise, then turned a skeptical look on him.

“Like the little people they supposedly find skeletons of in the Marchford Hills?” I asked. “I thought that was just a story, like redcaps and titans.”

“You’re a true Laure girl.” The cook snorted, and it wasn’t a compliment. “Halflings were real, Catherine; they left burrows all over the southeast. There used to be a lot of them in Peren Woods; it’s why there’s so many hiding places around here.”

“So, what happened to them?” I frowned.

“It’s old history, so only the Gods know for sure.” Hopps shrugged. “Mind you, the story goes that the place where Dormer now stands used to be one of their cities, so maybe there’s a simple answer.”

“Us,” I muttered. “You think Callow happened to them?”

“Creation’s not always kind to those who don’t fight,” Hopps said.

That was too true for words, however grim. The cook took his leave after chatting a little longer, leaving me to my thoughts. I’d found the gold or at least the direction in which it was stashed, so now all that was left was figuring out what it was the Baron had come for. I’d snuck a few looks his way when the opportunity arose, but nothing about what he was doing stood out to me. The villain was making his rounds, weaving from table to table to share a few words with everyone like a practiced glad hander. All that convinced me of, though, was that whatever he wanted wasn’t down here. But where did that leave? It shouldn’t be the tunnel I’d come in through or the rooms nestled against the side of the tree.

Those were pretty much unguarded; if he wanted something from there, he’d already have stolen it.

There was that strange mill carved in the pillar—the millstones were like nothing I’d ever seen—but nothing there was small enough to be taken easily. That left only one of the tunnels that didn’t lead to the gold, but I couldn’t think of anything he might want out of stables, latrines, or a well. The answer came to me when I caught Myrtle coming my way, realizing she’d come out of the tunnel where the water was supposed to be. There can be more than one room in a hallway, Catherine, I chided myself. They’re not limited to how large the tree is; the bottom floor is way underground. Myrtle looked in a fine mood, clapping my shoulder again.

“Belly full?”

“Fit to burst,” I replied. “Am I to see the captain now?”

She nodded. “The day’s business is dealt with, so she’s got time for you,” Myrtle said. “Follow me.”

Like Hopps had mentioned, the tunnel leading to the well had been enlarged. I didn’t need to lower my head walking through it, though my guide had to angle hers slightly. It was only a matter of moments until we entered another chamber dug underground, and what I found there was a little more impressive than a simple well. There was a circle of carved wood set in the earth as long as two men that revealed a slice of what looked like a small underground lake. Makeshift pulleys had been put in place so barrels could be lowered in and filled, while to the side, there was an earthen pit where two cauldrons caked in filth were waiting for washing along with piles of dishes.

Myrtle gave the opening a wide berth, continuing down another tunnel that was not quite as enlarged. I followed closely, noting the beaten earth of the walls got neater as we went. What awaited us at the end was a round door of pale wood, its surface carved with lively reliefs of animals: dancing deer, leaping fish, and watchful owls. Not a Callowan style, at least not one I knew. A short rap against the door earned us permission to enter, and the two of us walked into what I thought for half a heartbeat to be broad daylight. It wasn’t, though; the room was just covered with paneling in the same white wood as the door, and a single mage light hanging off a pole was enough for the entire chamber to be lit up with a sunny glow.

If that wasn’t some kind of magic, I’d eat my own boots.

What the chamber had once been used for and what it now was used for became evident in the same glance. An altar made of the same milky stone as the millstones had been turned into a high seat by adding a wooden plank at the back. Captain Alden sat on it, watching us come in, and I hadn’t even needed to see the bed and tables in corners to know the bandit captain had turned an old temple to the Gods Above into a combined bedchamber and throne room.

Bold, I thought appreciatively. There must have been nothing holy left about the place if she’d not gotten cursed for that, but it was still an audacious move to sleep where people had once worshipped the Heavens.

“Ah, our newest arrival,” Captain Alden said, eyes serious for all the friendly manner. “Come in, come in.”

The captain of the Foxtails was a woman in her late forties, black-haired and quite fat. Not merchant fat or noble fat, though; there was muscle to it. Her belly was rounded, and the scars on her bare arms that her leather vest revealed spoke of having been in quite a few fights. Her nose was blunt, clearly having been broken at some point, but for all the general ampleness of her, she had small eyes. The size of her did not feel comical in the slightest. Instead, it filled the room almost intimidatingly. She had enough presence that I almost didn’t notice the knife sheathed at her hip.

“Catherine Founders,” Myrtle said, “let me introduce you to Sir Alden Goodwyn, formerly a knight of the Order of the Silver Trumpets and now captain of our merry band.”

I’d never heard of those before, but that was hardly a surprise. Before their disbandment after the Conquest, the Old Kingdom had fielded heaps and heaps of knightly orders.

“I’m honored,” I lied. “And thankful you let me into your home, captain.”

“It’s always a good day when I get to vex the Wastelanders,” Captain Alden replied. “Myrtle tells me they were after an object you got from your mother?”

“I don’t know if the bracelet was hers,” I hedged, “but it’s her I got it from.”

The large woman smiled.

“See, Myrtle,” she said. “I told you it must come from the other side.”

The two of them shared a meaningful look. Ah, I realized. My vagueness on who my supposed father was had earlier convinced Myrtle I’d been born from a noble’s night of passion with a city girl, and now it seemed Captain Alden had decided the famous bracelet came from that noble father. I wasn’t going to complain.

“It will be our pleasure to help you get it back from the woods,” Captain Alden told me, and it wasn’t a question.

I shyly nodded, and her face softened at the sight.

“I’m told you were a scrivener in Laure?” she asked.

“I was,” I agreed.

“We might have some use for that,” the captain said, “but we only take fighters here. If you want to stay, you’ll have to learn.”

“I’ll learn, then,” I said, putting on a determined look.

“Good girl,” Captain Alden smiled. “Mind you, until you’re properly trained, you’ll be a guest. That means paying for room and board.”

I “hesitated,” the both of us well aware I had no coin.

“We could handle the sale of that bracelet for you,” Myrtle casually offered. “You know… like you wanted to do in Laure. We’ll take out the coin for staying here.”

I almost rolled my eyes. So that was how they would have played it, huh? Maybe rebels, but most certainly bandits as well.

“Let’s do that, then,” I reluctantly agreed.

What was it the Baron wanted from here? It shouldn’t be the altar she was sitting on, but I couldn’t see anything else here that might interest the villain. Maybe it was back in the other chamber, something hidden in the lake? There was always something hidden in bloody lakes.

“We’ll get Blake to have a look at it, find out what it does and what it might be worth,” Captain Alden reassured me. “He’s got good eyes, even found an enchanted sword for me.”

There you are, I thought, pushing down a triumphant smile. I painted a fascinated look on my face.

“A real magic sword?” I asked. “Gods, I’ve never seen one of those before.”

Captain Alden was in a good mood, as she ought to be after having effectively tricked me out of a potentially very precious heirloom—however untrue its existence—so, as I’d thought she might, she decided to indulge me. She rose from her seat and walked over to her bed, taking up a sheathed sword I hadn’t even noticed propped up against the wall. Now that I had noticed it, though, there was no missing it. It might look plain, a simple steel longsword with a raggedy leather grip and a triangular pommel covered in bronze filigree, but I could feel this sense of… something coming off it. Not unlike when I’d raised Zombie, although there was a different taste to it.

Captain Alden ripped it clear, showing off the blade to me in the pale light. The steel was beautiful—perfectly sharp, with a single pale line going down it.

“Doesn’t need sharpening,” the large woman told me. “And it won’t reflect illusions.”

It can do more than that, I thought. I’d been around some enchanted objects since becoming a claimant—Captain and the Blackguards carried a few—but I’d never noticed anything off them. Black said I might, eventually, but it could be years off. This was more powerful than the trinket she was describing, although I wasn’t sure by how much. I didn’t have anything to compare it to, and for all I knew, this was pretty common for expensive magic swords. Either way, rubies to piglets that this is what the Baron’s really after.

“Beautiful,” I answered, already thinking of how to steal it.

The captain shot me an indulgent look, but whatever she’d been about to say went stillborn when there was a loud thump coming from behind the door. Blinking in surprise, Captain Alden pushed past us and opened it. Myrtle followed and did not object when I did the same, the two of us barely reaching the water room before we began hearing the shouting. More than that, I could hear tables being flipped and the ring of steel on steel. Had Black found this place somehow? The captain ran out of the tunnel and shouted, but her voice was drowned out by the ruckus. Myrtle paid me no more attention as she legged it to the common room, a roar of noise hitting me moments later when I followed.

It was deafening, the screams and brawling staggeringly loud as the same Foxtails who had been drinking and laughing together not even half an hour ago now went at each other like mad hounds. Eyes veiled, they screamed imprecations and settled a hundred petty grudges with arms in hand. Some screamed about having been stolen from, others of a boy being stolen, or an insult that could not be tolerated. Not all of the bandits were so frenzied, but those who had bared their blades left the others no choice. I could feel it in the air again, the same thing I’d felt when the Baron sat next to me: the invisible smoke spreading around. Only it was thick, now, cloying and choking. I felt a sudden well of irritation and forced it down while Myrtle began swaying. The captain was made of sterner stuff. With her sword still in hand, she went up the stairs to where I’d first come into the hideout, standing above everyone as she called for them to stop.

I followed her cautiously, unwilling to head down into that mess unarmed. Captain Alden’s voice rang loud and clear, even breaking a few of her men out of the trance, and she didn’t even spare me a glance as I joined her up there and found my eyes drawn to the sole island of stillness in the middle of the madness.

In the heart of it all, sitting at a table and sipping a cup of wine, the Baron looked upon the chaos with a pleasant smile. He met my eyes, raising a silent toast. This was his work. Only a fool would think otherwise. An enchantment, some treasure or perhaps even one of his aspects—in the end the method mattered less than what he was using it for, and I could guess. This was how he was getting to the sword, how he intended to get the gold out. He was going to make them kill each other until there were so few left he could handle them alone.

And it was going to work, I saw. Too few of the bandits were leaving the trance, and some of their eyes were already wavering.

So, I did the only thing I could do. Name-quick, my arm struck out, and I stole Captain Alden’s knife clear of the sheath at her hip.

And as she turned to me, shouting in surprise and anger, I rammed it straight into her eye.

Even through the veil of blind fury fallen over them, dozens of Foxtails screamed out in dismay at the sight. She spasmed, dead in a heartbeat, and began to tumble back and down into the common room. I barely caught her by the vest, grunting with the effort, and ripped the enchanted sword out of her grasp before releasing the body.

Giving it an idle spin, I savored the way the edge of the sword carved into the air before looking back at the Baron. He’d risen to his feet, face darkened with fury. So, I returned his little gesture in kind, and raising the blade before me, I gave him a mocking sword salute. Within a heartbeat, at least ten bandits were rushing my way, arms in hand, and the Baron wasn’t far behind.

Now I just needed to figure out how to get out of this mess I’d just got myself in.


Chapter eleven
Story
[image: ]


“Faith is the only blade that cannot be taken from you: Only your own hands can surrender it.”

—Eleanor Fairfax, founder of the Fairfax dynasty

So the odds weren’t looking great.

Ten bandits, some wearing armor and all armed, would already have been pretty bad. Throw in the Baron on top of that, and it got worse. The villain was more famous for betrayal than martial might, but Named were always dangerous. Even if it turned out that Vernon Angler barely knew how to use his sword—which I sincerely doubted—he was still the same man who’d just turned mad a room full of hardened killers. I didn’t know if he could do the same to me—I hoped being a claimant would afford me some protection—but I did know that by stealing his prize right under his nose I’d just made an implacable enemy. He wouldn’t drop this until I was bleeding and he held the magic sword.

On the other hand, as I looked around me, I saw bloody chaos.

The common room below was eating itself alive, bandits shouting and hacking at each other with utter fury. Even the cooks were in on it, wielding kitchen knives and hot pokers against each other and whoever came close. Barrels and tables went flying, even those few still lucid screaming as they defended themselves with steel. There was no room in that mayhem for a plan, for anything except the ugliest kind of scrap.

I was still standing on the same terrace I’d thrown Sir Alden down from—after killing her—so from here I had the entire lay of the place spread out before me. Makeshift kitchen to the left, stairs leading up to the private rooms on both sides and four tunnels on the ground floor.

It was the great big pillar in the middle of it all that drew my eyes, though. As much for the strange mill that’d been carved halfway up as for the mass of cloaks hanging closer to the ground.

If this turned into a head on fight I was going to get myself killed. Between their numbers and the villain, I was pretty much fucked. Some ideas were brewing about how to turn this around on them, but first what I needed was a way to win that didn’t involve me killing all my opponents.

And the thing was, I was pretty sure I had it. Blake, the mage from earlier, had told me what the terms for the magic protecting this place were: No one could find the tree who did not already know where it was. There was a loop in that hole. The problem was that, uh, using it had a halfway decent chance of getting me killed.

My gaze moved back to the men coming to take my head, and I grimaced.

“Godawful idea,” I conceded, “but still the best odds on the take.”

Hopefully that sort of thing wouldn’t become a habit.

Tapping the flat of the enchanted sword against my shoulder, I kept an eye on the bandits rushing me. They had to come to me and quick, we all knew, and not just because I’d just murdered their beloved captain with her own knife. Behind me was a tunnel that led outside the tree, the same I’d come in through, and if I fled up it it’d get tricky to catch me.

That was a trap, of course.

If I took the tunnel I was going to die.

See, I’d be half back to the woods by now if it were just the bandits after me, but it wasn’t. The Baron was with them, and Black had already taught me that coincidences weren’t all that coincidental when it came to Named. I wasn’t going to shake Vernon Angler loose by running out into dark woods neither of us knew well: We’d run into each other for sure, and then he’d promptly murder me for the sword.

Probably also general irritation by now, I mentally added as I took in his expression. “Icily murderous” was a good way to describe it. Yeah, best to hobble him before I tried to leg it.

Here in the chaos I could try to trip him up and use others against him instead of getting into a duel I’d lose.

It was just a matter of finding the right timing. The terrace I stood on only had one flight of stairs down, leading near the mouth of tunnel with the water and the strange shrine, so it was that way the Foxtails rushed. My chance was that they’d come from different parts of the common room, not the same, so their timing was staggered. A pack of three in the lead, then a pair of two and at last five accompanied by the Baron.

“Closer,” I muttered. “Come on, closer. Commit.”

I waited until the pack of three was halfway up the stairs, shouting in understandable hatred of me with their swords out, before giving them a wink and jumping down into the mess below. My boots landed on a big man’s back, flattening him into a table—but I got hit in the chest by the screaming woman who’d been trying to punch him in the face, knocking me right down.

I landed painfully on my back even as the bandits up on the terrace above jumped down after me. Almost dropping the sword, I dragged myself up and scrambled into a run. Straight forward, toward the pillar.

It was a mess of a brawl, fists and knives flying. I ducked behind a skinny blond man who was hammering down at another’s round shield with his blade, shards of wood flying as both shouted accusations and imprecations. Twice I got knocked down, but I was small and quick, and so long as I didn’t stop moving, the madness was more of a problem for my enemies than me: They were three and bigger. Within moments one of them was knifed by a shouting man, and I swallowed a smile as I slipped past a white-eyed bandit swinging a broadsword wildly. That should buy me a little time.

I spared a look at rest of the bandits coming for me, finding the pair and the five had come together and were beating their way through the melee in pursuit of me. It was slow going, entire chunks of the crowd turning on them, so I had the opening I needed. I rushed the rest of the way to the pillar, past broken chairs and two corpses. To raise the stakes, I grabbed a torch from the nearest table and pressed it against the cloaks hanging from the pillar.

The fire caught before two heartbeats had passed.

I circled around the pillar, setting two more cloaks alight before finally people noticed. There were shouts of alarm from the Foxtails not gone mad. and someone was likely to try to put this out—good luck to them, it was spreading across the tapestry of cloth like it was made of kindling—so to tip the odds a little further my way, I threw the torch at a broken table. It would take a little luck for the fire to catch, and more for it not to be noticed, but it would have to do.

I rolled my shoulder, backing away from the spreading curtain of flame on the pillar’s side. Time to move on to more defensible grounds.

“Stop her!”

Oh my, was that worry in the Baron’s voice? Music to my ears.

I scrambled for the kitchen, trying to circle the edge of the fighting, but it wasn’t that easy. Within moments I was putting a table between me and a bandit trying to take my head off with an axe. We glared at each other across it. Before he could lunge, I toppled the oil lamp from the table and smiled as the spill went up in flames—and then kicked the burning table into the knees of the wild-faced man trying to reach me across it. It worked and got him down, though not before he threw his axe at me and I had to duck low.

Rising, I tried to pick out my pursuers from the brawling crowd. I took me longer than expected, because half of them had dropped the pursuit to fight or to put out the fires. It was already too late for the latter. Already the flames had spread higher than could easily be reached: Nothing but a chain of water buckets could stop the blaze from spreading now, and the Foxtails were in no state to organize one.

My remaining enemies had gone around the fighting by keeping between the kitchen and the common room, led by a scowling Baron who was now cutting down any maddened bandits standing in his way.

That was their mistake, though. They were moving to cut me off from the tunnels leading to the latrines and the tables—the latter had a way out—but cutting me off from the exits was pointless when I had no intention of leaving yet.

Instead I darted behind them, straight through the brawl and to the kitchen. Their lapsed attempt at beating their way to me had thinned the fighters there, enough that aside from sliding behind a toppled ale barrel to avoid a thrown chair I got to the kitchen safely. Rising into a sprint, I laid a hand on the counter where I’d eaten not even an hour ago and vaulted over. I landed well, but caught sight of a spinning butcher’s knife and had to press myself into spilled stew and grease to avoid it scything through my temple.

Stained and grimacing, I rose to find three cooks glaring at me: The madness had them. They were poorly armed, mostly knives and hot pokers, but I couldn’t afford to brawl.

My pursuers would already be catching up.

I ran for it, weaving between a pair of firepits. Thick columns of smoke were wafting from both, so I was covering my eyes as I crossed—only to trip right into a pile of copper pots.

“Fucking bandits,” I swore as I wriggled back up. “There’s got to be a better place for—”

And then a cook was standing over me, sword in hand, so I grabbed a pot and threw it at his face. He leaned back and kicked me in the stomach for my trouble. Falling back down, I gasped and swung the sword wildly at him—more to buy room for me to get up than hurt him.

The cook was blown right off his feet.

I paused for a heartbeat in sheer surprise, then scrambled to my feet. I had not, as far as I could tell, actually landed a blow on the man. There’d been some sort of burst of wind.

Experimentally I swung in the direction of the fallen cook, but there was no wind. Instead strands of silver light trailed in the wake of where the sword had swung, a sight that had my eyes widening. More than that, though, the plain steel longsword no longer looked so plain. The bronze filigree pommel now shone as if freshly burnished, while the ratty leather grip was falling apart and revealing the ornate steel beneath.

Shaking off the surprise, I saw my pursuers had near caught up; the Baron had just killed a cook, while the bandits were halfway to the pit. Cursing, I grasped for a solution and was lucky enough to find it. I fled farther back to one of the massive cauldrons I’d seen earlier, and picked my angle; with a heaving kick, I topped the mass of stew into the bandits’ way just as they shimmied between the firepits.

Boiling liquid spilled like a tide, and I saw a man slip and fall into a firepit with a scream but did not dare to linger longer than that. I knew it should buy me just long enough to get where I needed to go: the stairs.

More specifically the stairs circling the sides of the great hollow tree, leading to level after level of passageways full of small alcoves that the Foxtails used as rooms. They were narrow things, carved right into the side of the tree and large enough only for one person to pass.

There was no proper railing, only a rope regularly nailed into the tree for people to hold on to. My stomach clenched as I ran. Gods but I fucking hated heights.

The spilled cauldron earned me enough time I got to the first “floor” before they began climbing. I glanced into the nearest alcove, finding sheets and straw mattress there as well as a torch by the entrance. Absentmindedly I snatched up the torch and threw it onto the mattress. I wasn’t going back this way, so it’d be best if no one else could. Glancing back down I found that one of the cooks had joined the bandits coming for me, bringing up to seven men—the Baron prudently standing at their back—now hurrying up the stairs.

“Now that,” I mused, “looks a little more manageable.”

I went to stand at the top of the stairs, ignoring the blooming flames to my right and the trails of smoke rising from the common room below. They were as much a solution as they were a problem.

Smiling down at the Foxtails coming for my life, I hefted the magic sword and prepared to thin the herd.

The first one was a gift.

The bandit in the lead, a tall, freckled redhead wearing mail and brandishing a sword, had gotten too far ahead of the others. And since running up very narrow stairs in armor was difficult, he’d been clutching the nailed rope to be sure he wouldn’t fall all the while.

So I waited until he got close, maybe ten feet, and with a swing of my sword I cut the rope.

“Shit!” the redhead screamed as he tumbled back toward the edge.

He had good reflexes, though and held on for dear life at the end of the cut rope. His eyes turned to me, expression pleading, as I took quick step in his direction. I shrugged.

“Bad luck,” I sympathized, and kicked him down.

Six left now, I mused as I withdrew to the top of the stairs while a much warier bandit neared. Heat licked at my back where I’d set the alcove aflame, but time was on my side. If they didn’t push me out of my position—above them, with reach on my side while they could only come one at a time—then I could just stay here until the fire spread enough that they wouldn’t be able to follow me when I fled farther up.

The approaching man, blond and thickly bearded, tested me by taking a careful step up. I feinted, making him bring up his sword, but I didn’t commit to the strike. Shoulders tense, he grimaced, and I smiled back.

Yeah, he had to charge me, or we’d stay here looking at each other until the Last Dusk.

“You’re going to pay for what you’ve done, traitor,” the man growled.

“Haven’t so far,” I cheerfully told him. “Fingers crossed, right?”

My bearded friend did not cross his fingers, sadly, but instead tried to kill me. Rushing up the last of the stairs, he kept his sword high to parry and charged. Clever, that he wanted to tackle me instead of trade blows; the point was to make room for the others behind him to follow. Sadly for him, I’d just spent nearly a month being drilled on timing and distance. I crouched as he charged, squared my shoulders, and just as his torso crested the top of the stairs I rose into a thrust.

The blade’s point went right through his throat as his eyes widened in surprise.

It was a clean kill, but my timing was a little off. I didn’t back away quick enough after withdrawing my blade, so the last of his momentum had his corpse tumbling right onto me.

Cursing again, I pushed him off with the side of my sword’s grip but it cost me precious time. The bandit behind him, a skinny dark-haired man, got to top of the stairs and began swinging his axe with an angry scream. I was forced to give ground.

This was bad. Now they could try to pile up on me. Calm, Catherine, calm. There was a lot of ground left to give.

The axe man pressed me hard, swinging in tight arcs. I withdrew step after step without even attempting to strike back.

“Stand and fight, you coward,” the man growled.

A cook with a knife and poker was catching up, about five steps behind. Now. I feinted low, for the axe man’s knee, and he took a quick step back. The cook behind him let out a shout of alarm, but I turned my feint into a long thrust at the axe man’s belly, and he took another step back—right into the advancing cook, the two bumping into each other. I closed the distance a little further, risking the axe, but the bandit was angrily pushing away the cook instead of swinging at me. I swung with a grunt of effort, hacking halfway through his neck. Gods but that magic sword cut well, even into bone. Blood flew, and the cook screamed, throwing his poker at me over the dead man’s shoulder, and a smile tugged at my lips as it missed me by a foot. Here was another kill to snatch. All I needed to do was—

The burst of wind caught me out of stance.

It hit right in my ribs, and I was blown right off my feet, the back of my head hitting the floor. Vision swimming, I crawled back to my feet and pushed myself up with the sword, only to find the man behind the cook extending his hand toward me again. I recognized him: Blake, one of the two that’d brought me into this place. The one who’d studied magic at the Tower of Swans as a youth. I’d been hoping their mage had been swallowed by the chaos, but it looked like I wasn’t going to be so lucky. Well, at least I had some notion of a plan to face him.

It went thus: I legged it.

Another burst of wind blew right behind me, knocking down a chair inside the alcove I’d just passed, but he was slow to cast and the others slow to pursue. I made it to the bottom of the stairs going up to the second level before he shot another burst of wind, which only took a step up the stairs to avoid.

That was when I realized he hadn’t moved since first hitting me: He couldn’t move while casting, so he’d have to get closer and then stop if he wanted to have any real chance of hitting me. There were only four of them left now, the Baron still at their back, and that meant I could do this. I just needed to find the right place to scrap.

I kept running up as they followed, up to the second level of alcoves and then the third. There lay what I wanted: the strange mill carved into the central pillar, which two walkways jutting out of the alcoves led to. One was close to the top of the stairs, so I made my stand there again as my pursuers caught up.

Blake was in the lead, the dark-haired mage shooting another burst of wind my way when he got halfway up. I just took a few steps backs, letting the angle of the stairs serve as my cover. He was forced to get moving again.

I peeked over the edge, finding him still in the lead with a bandit in leathers behind him, the cook—now armed with an axe taken from the dead—behind that, and finally the cold-eyed Baron still farthest back. He had done little since the start of this, not even spoken a word. The villain had patiently waited as I spent myself and emptied my bag of tricks, like a hunter sending hounds to run down a stag. I wasn’t quite out yet of tricks yet, though, and he’d not like my last.

“Stay back,” I shouted down. “I don’t want to fight you, but I will if you keep hounding me.”

“You don’t want to—” Blake disbelievingly began, then shook his head. “You killed our captain, you little snake. You don’t get to play the wounded party now.”

“You think I wanted to?” I replied, painting anguish on my face. “I didn’t have a choice. He swore he’d kill me if I don’t do as he says!”

And, to Blake’s confused surprised, I pointed at the Baron accusingly. I saw, on the villain’s face, the realization of what I was doing a moment before I did it. That his earlier threat of us burning each other with revelations of our identity didn’t matter a whit now that we were already out to kill each other.

“He’s the Baron, Blake, what can I do?”

“He’s what?” the mage got out. “Founders, don’t try to—”

Maybe an hour ago the Baron would have tried to lie his way out of this, but I’d worn his patience out since then. Vernon Angler interrupted the sentence by ramming his sword in the back of the Foxtail closest to him, sighing as he ripped it out of the gasping cook’s body and a corpse fell to its knees. He took the man’s life with about as much emotion as I would have stepped on a gnat.

“I have grown tired of this game, Catherine,” the Baron mildly said. “Give me the sword or die. It is that simple.”

There was one bandit left besides Blake, and even as the mage raised his hand to cast, the other Foxtail raised his sword—only for the Baron to grab him by the collar and unceremoniously throw him over the edge, screaming down to his death.

“Scorch,” Blake hissed, a ribbon of fire flowing out from his hand.

I considered throwing in my hat with the Foxtail, for a moment. But Blake would almost certainly lose, and if we won, he was sure to turn on me after. Even if he bought my lie that the Baron had forced me to do all this, I’d still treacherously murdered the captain of the Foxtails. Instead I backed away, toward the bridge, and my instincts were quickly proved right. The Baron’s blade rose, catching the ribbon of fire. There was a hissing burst of blue light as the blood on the sword evaporated and the ribbon dispersed. I didn’t stay behind to watch Blake’s death, knowing that he would not be able to cast before the villain reached him with the blade.

My heart was stuck in my throat every step across that fucking walkway, which the halflings had not deigned to bless with railings or anything that would prevent the slightest of missteps to have you hurtling your death.

It was with sweaty hands I found myself standing inside the eerie mill, circling around the massive pale millstones while the Baron crossed in my wake. There was another walkway at my back, and if I dealt with this right, it would be my way out of here. It led to narrow circling stairs just like the ones I’d set on fire, only the bottom of them was near the terrace that was one of the ways out of this lair. The great millstones were larger than I’d thought when watching them from below, the chains holding them up even thicker than my fist. The surface of the lower stone had a furrow across it, the one above an outcropping that matched, and I could only wonder what this place had been meant for.

Whatever it’d been there was no sign of it left, though it was not entirely a ruin, despite the Foxtails looting entire sections of machinery. The lever that would lower the upper millstone onto the bottom one was still there and looked functional, connected to the chains by an elaborate maze of pulleys. I shook off the distraction, knowing it would do nothing to help me. I now needed to make sure that by the end of our little confrontation, Vernon Angler either no longer wanted to kill me or could no longer afford to. It, uh, wasn’t going to be the easiest thing in the world considering the absolutely livid look of the brown-haired man’s face as he finished crossing the bridge.

The fires below had spread beyond stopping, smoke billowing in great curtains around us as it rose even farther into the darkness above. The thick gray smoke felt almost like walls surrounding the mill, but that was a dangerous illusion; there was not a thing keeping either of us from falling over the edge if we made a mistake.

I met the villain’s eyes, the great millstones between us, and broke the silence.

“So you were never here for the gold,” I said, holding up the sword. “You’re here for this.”

The Baron’s eyes followed the sword with naked greed.

“You can still bargain for your life, Catherine,” the man said. “Give me the sword, and you can walk away.”

“Yeah, ’cause you’re so famously trustworthy,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “I’m sure you’re just champing at the bit to leave alive a witness to this whole affair.”

Depending on how the Dread Empress decided to think of all this, it was not impossible for him to get accused of treason. He’d been the guest of rebels, even if it had been with the intention of betraying them.

“Run, then.” The Baron pleasantly smiled. “See how that works out for you.”

I can’t, I thought. I need to waste time. It’s why I came to the mill in the first place.

“See,” I mused, “I did think about that. But if I try it, first I’ll do this—”

Pivoting, I moved toward the edge and made as if to throw the enchanted sword down into the fires below. The villain tried to hide it, but his arm still half-rose to stop me. I stopped, stepping away from the smoke.

“That’s what I thought,” I said. “This isn’t just a fancy magic sword. It’s a bigger prize than that.”

And there was something, then, that I saw on his face. An anger, but not one truly about me—it was like what I’d said was the last straw, somehow, an insolent finger poking at an older wound. And he exploded in anger, the distant light of flames playing against that reptilian face.

“Of course it is, you utter imbecile,” the Baron snarled. “How many swords do you know hide their power until they encounter Evil?”

There were a couple from old stories, but the one that immediately sprang to mind had me breathing in sharply. A mysterious raggedy stranger coming across a wicked noble or monstrous villain, staying as a guest until Evil was revealed, and then he revealed himself with a shining blade to punish it. The Prince would then valiantly win the day, bearing one of the three great swords of Callow for the sake of its people.

“Fucking Hells,” I croaked. “You’re saying that this is Duty?”

Any doubt I might have held faded like morning mist when the word left my lips and the steel longsword let out a soft ringing sound. The last of the leather grip fell away, revealing that beneath the steel was carved with intertwined flowers. White water lilies, the heraldry of the ancient royal house of Alban.

I held in my hand Duty, the Sword of Princes, and there was no denying it.

“Do you have any idea how long I have been looking for that sword, Catherine?” the Baron hissed. “How many people I’ve killed, how many bargains I struck? Ten years. It is the last of the three, the only one that can be found.”

He leaned forward over the millstone, eyes burning like coals.

“Covenant was broken, and Lovelorn is missing, but Duty… Duty was at the Fields of Streges,” he fervently said. “Someone fled with it after the prince died. So I looked in every vault, every old hiding place, only to learn that it’d somehow made its way into Kojo Agrinya’s hands.”

He laughed, high and sharp.

“Only he thought it a simple magic sword and threw it into the yearly Tower tribute. One of the greatest treasures of Callow, taken for a petty trinket.”

My fists clenched around the sword, which suddenly did not feel so light at all. I’d not thought I would ever see such a blade in my life, much less hold it.

“You’re a villain,” I said. “It won’t take to you. The stories are pretty clear about that.”

“I am a Callowan villain.” The Baron smiled. “While the kingdom is under foreign yoke, no less. You might be surprised. And besides—”

Eyes widening, he suddenly closed his mouth. The anger drained out of his face, leaving nothing behind.

It didn’t matter, though. His tongue had already slipped: he didn’t need Duty because he was going to use it. He needed the symbol. With the Sword of Kings broken, the Sword of Princes was probably the closest thing to a magical endorsement to one’s right to rule Callow there was left. Princes and princesses had been heirs to the throne by tradition, and tradition still mattered a great deal to my people. Maybe enough that if the infamous traitor Vernon Angler tried to become king of Callow, having that sword at his hip would ensure he wasn’t laughed out of the room by every noble in the land.

Maybe.

I wasn’t convinced it was that simple, that the villain was betting it all on the famous blade to salvage a reputation that had been horrible for decades. Vernon Angler did not strike me as a fool, and only a fool would think Duty alone would get them a throne.

“You got me to monologue, you precocious brat,” the Baron idly said. “I would call that impressive, if you had not just signed your death warrant doing it.”

I cocked an eyebrow.

“Come on,” I started, giving a winning smile, “let’s be fair: it’s impressive even if it does get me killed.”

He didn’t even crack a smile. The man truly was a villain.

“There is no doubt that it will,” Vernon Angler coldly replied, and raised his sword.

And that was when my bet paid off.

Below us there was a massive cracking sound, both our gazes dipping down to find that the tree, a dozen feet above the common room, was being ripped open by great claws. I got only a glimpse of the gargantuan monster outside in the dark, yellow eyes large as shields peering in, and then the Blackguards poured into the opening with their swords out. They swept into the flames where some of the maddened Foxtails still fought, though more seemed to be fleeing.

The Baron’s gaze returned to me.

“Did you think I set fire to this place on a whim?” I asked. “The enchantment protecting the tree says it can’t be found, but a column of smoke isn’t part of the tree. Anyone can see that.”

So I’d made sure there would be as large a column as I could make, knowing Black would be able to follow it. From there it was just a matter of his mages finding a way in. Like they just had, using whatever that fearsome beast had been. Some forest spirit bound to their will, I’d guess.

“You made me an offer to run, Baron,” I continued. “Allow me to return it.”

I gestured at the stairs behind me, inviting him to take them. The last thing I wanted to do was corner a Named. It was a good way to get myself killed. Best to let him make a run for it and hope either Black or Sabah grabbed him in the woods. Only, even as he slowly nodded, his eyes never really left the sword, and I knew he was lying.

He wasn’t leaving without the sword, I realized, even if he had to risk running into the Carrion Lord himself. He wanted Duty, the power of it: not only the magic but the history, the weight. The golden glory of the Old Kingdom, brandished as a banner for our people to gather under.

I almost spat at the thought.

“It’s always the same thing, isn’t it?” I tiredly said. “Even if it’s a villain instead of a hero. Always you’re looking backward for the answers, because surely it used to be better back then.”

“I saw the Conquest, Squire,” Vernon Angler replied. “I know exactly what changed.”

“You lost the Conquest,” I harshly replied. “We all did. And so long as you keep fucking pretending that’s something we can undo, we’re going to keep losing.”

I took a step back, tossing the sword onto the lower millstone, and it clattered loudly. It slid, the point facing me and the lower third of blade crossing the furrow in the middle. The villain’s eyes lit up with glee, and he began to circle closer to Duty, until he saw I had stepped farther back.

“No,” he hissed. “Don’t—”

“The war’s over, Baron,” I replied. “Now we change or we die.”

I kicked the lever, and the upper millstone dropped.

Duty was an artifact. A feat of smithing and magic so old and powerful it had grown beyond being just some magic sword. So when the tons and tons of milk-white stone fell on it, neither the guard nor the tip broke. But part of the blade was over the furrow, and when the matching outcropping of stone above struck at it the impact was as if the Gods themselves had hammered down.

Nothing at all happened for a moment, but then there was a soft crack.

Duty broke.

And I didn’t even manage to scream before the magic came exploding out.

I woke up aching all over, my face feeling raw like it’d been rubbed with sand.

I could hear fighting and shouting below, and the roar of flames threatened to drown out everything, but there was more. Grunts of effort and steel being scraped. I was face down against wood, and there were splinters in my cheeks, so I moaned in pain as I turned on my back. I could see it now: the Baron looking haggard, was ripping Duty out of between the millstones. Or a part of it.

Bleeding through his gloves as he desperately grasped the blade, he gritted his teeth through the pain and pulled. Shouting close, I heard. People running.

With a cry of triumph, the Baron took his prize.

Hands cut up and dripping with blood, Vernon Angler held a span of steel in hand: the upper two thirds of the blade, ending where it had been shattered. My limbs trembled, but I crawled up onto my knees. The villain’s brown eyes found me, cold with hate, and his jaw clenched.

“You are going to be trouble, I think,” the Baron said.

He reached for the knife at his hip while I struggled to get up. But Gods I felt so weak. My legs kept giving the moment I put weight on them. But before the Baron took a single step forward, a ball of flame splashed against the millstone. It burst bright and searing, leaving no smoke behind, and after I blinked the white out of my eyes I saw Vernon Angler look behind us. To the walkway we’d come through, where a tenth of Blackguards was rushing—the mage who’d just cast keeping pace with them.

“Not this time, it seems.” The man pleasantly smiled. “We shall meet again, Catherine.”

I wasn’t strong enough to stand, but let it never be said that’d stopped me mouthing off.

“Who am I to deny you a second beating?” I croaked out.

A flash of rage in his eyes, but he turned and fled. Not because of the Blackguards, I thought, who were only ten. A Named might be able to beat those odds, mage or not. He fled because of who they represented: The Black Knight was prowling the night, and if he got into a fight now the Baron was certain to be caught. What followed was unlikely to be pleasant. For him, anyway.

I figured that screams might get a smile out of Black.

The Blackguards were there moments later. I heard the mage lobbing fireballs at the fleeing Baron’s back, but blood rushed into my ears so much the sound was drowned out when someone helped me to my feet. I blinked away the spots in my vision, finding Lieutenant Abase looking at me with open concern.

“What happened?” he asked. “Your skin is as red as if you had spent a week in the sun.”

“Got into a fight,” I rasped, coughing a bit, then added, “I think everyone lost.”

I’d lost the least though, and that was almost like winning. If you squinted a little.

“Lord Black sent us to find you,” Abase said. “He is outside, leading the encirclement—but you need healing first. I will take you myself.”

“Wait,” I got out. “I need to get something first.”

He cocked an eyebrow, but after I told him he helped anyway.
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The healing magic helped but left me feeling half-drunk.

The darkness around me looked like trails of ink, cut haphazardly by the gray of trees. I followed behind the officer that had been sent to guide me. I stumbled through roots and stone, until the helmeted man finally ushered me past a lightning-struck tree. Beyond it the Carrion Lord waited, the officer whispered, and as I stepped past him he disappeared into the dark. I breathed in slowly, looking around and willing the world to cease spinning.

In the distance, I could see the great hollow tree burn.

So much for the wonder left behind by the halflings, now just another secret given over to the flames. If the moon was out there was no telling it, not this deep in Peren Woods where the ancient trees choked out the sky with grasping hands. Yet I found him anyway, easy as breathing. Named can see in the dark, he had told me.

The Black Knight sat on tall roots at the foot of an ancient oak, the way his gray cloak was draped on his shoulders lending him the look of some ancient lord of the forest. His sword was still across his knee, the flickering light of the fire trailing fingers across the steel—and across his too-pale face, like crooked fingers of shadow and light. He did not look so much like a man, I thought, as a fae lord holding court with the dark.

He was not the one to break to silence.

“They’re all going to die, aren’t they?” I asked.

“Yes,” the Black Knight replied. “The few we capture will be crucified after interrogation, a reminder of what happens when men steal from the Tower.”

“And Grenfork?”

“Those who supported rebels will have all property worth more than five aurelii confiscated. A magistrate will hold a public auction for it after a month’s forewarning is given.”

He might as well have been talking of the weather, for how casual his tone was. It mattered not a speck to him, that men would scream as they were nailed to crosses and lives would be ruined by the stroke of a magistrate’s quill. How many graves does someone have to fill, before it becomes no great thing to do it?

“You got the gold back,” I said. “You could show mercy.”

“That has the sound,” the Black Knight idly said, “of a boon requested.”

Shadowy shapes slid across his cheeks, curved as claws.

“What have you accomplished tonight, Catherine, that has earned such a thing?”

“The Baron wasn’t here for Malicia’s gold,” I told him. “It was just an excuse. I found out what he was after.”

The smiling monster leaned in. “And what might that be?”

“Duty,” I said. “The Sword of Princes.”

No surprise touched that corpse-pale face. Had he already known, I wondered, or was he simply more skilled at hiding his thoughts than I was at reading them?

“A worthy prize,” he said. “The kind a man might use to lay claim to the throne of Callow, should he be clever enough.”

“I don’t know if that’s what he wanted it for,” I admitted, “but Duty was the only thing here he truly cared about.”

“And did he get it?” the Black Knight asked.

Pale green eyes moved to the thing I held in my hands, wrapped in cloth. I clumsily tore at the wrappings.

“He got the blade, sure,” I said, reaching inside. “But only that.”

And at the villain’s feet I threw a third of Duty, Sword of Princes: from the pommel to the curving guard, then beyond to the minute length of steel under where I had shattered the blade. Even standing feet away from it I could feel… something coming from the broken artifact, like if a breeze could blow against your soul.

The Black Knight beheld the gift I offered, going still as a corpse, and for a moment I thought it would not be enough. That the Baron had got away with too much. Only instead of reproach, what passed the pale man’s lips was laughter.

Deep, genuine laughter coming straight from the belly and echoing across this kingdom of empty trees.

“Oh, poor Vernon,” the Carrion Lord softly said. “It never quite goes your way, does it?”

My jaw clenched, but I waited. Finally the Black Knight shook his head, smiling at me.

“You have your boon, Catherine,” he said. “Use it wisely.”

And there were so many things I could use it on. If I got too bold he would refuse me, perhaps even punish me, but I had need of everything. I could ask for enchanted armor or forbidden books, for gold or a house or a secret. I itched to ask what the Baron had wanted me to, to learn if the Doom Bells truly had been spirited away in some vault under the Tower, but the words never got past my lips. Because I also remembered Hopps offering me a bowl of stew when he thought I was just some girl come out from the cold.

I knew they weren’t good folks, not really. They were bandits as much as rebels, mercenaries who’d cut a deal with Governor Kojo.

But I’d not liked it, that I would be the one who killed them all. No matter how inevitable that death had been, and now I knew that it did not have to be.

“Spare their lives,” I asked. “Leave Grenfork alone. I won’t ask for the Foxtails to go unpunished, but leave them their lives.”

The Black Knight considered me with those eerie green eyes.

“It will not make your hands clean,” he told me, almost gently.

“No,” I tiredly said. “But at least I can choose the blood that goes on them.”

Another long look, and then at last he nodded.

“Consider it done.”

Triumph burned cold in my gut, because I’d done it. Proved that it could be done, to fight for Praes and get concessions in exchange. That it wasn’t just a fool’s errand, to think I could serve the Tower and use that service make things better—not for everyone, but for enough. I’d killed men but spared more, and seen to it neither the Baron nor the Foxtails would bring down the heavy hand of the Empire on the uninvolved. It was too ugly to be called a victory, maybe, but it was no defeat.

It was, maybe more than anything else, a start.

Silence lingered between us, walking the line between comfortable and not.

“I wasn’t sure you would find me in time,” I finally said. “I was afraid the fire wouldn’t spread quickly enough for the smoke to be easily visible.”

“We found you hours ago, Catherine,” Black idly said. “Most of that time was spent getting past a rather impressive protective ward.”

I blinked.

“How?” I asked. “There’s no way anyone should have been able to follow us to the tree.”

“When Lieutenant Afia dulled your riding pains,” he said, “she also laid a tracking spell on you.”

I froze at the revelation, too surprised to be angry. But that’d been before I did anything, I thought, even decided anything. Before I’d made a single plan.

“That’s…” I said, biting down on an “impossible” that was plainly untrue. “Why, how? How could you have known you’d need it that far back?”

“Because once you learn how to look, Catherine,” he said, “the world is nothing but objects in motion.”

“People aren’t that predictable,” I bit back angrily. “I—”

“Am not only a person, not anymore,” the Black Knight gently said. “Your Vestry priests, when they spoke of Names, what did they tell you of Roles?”

“A Role is just a Name,” I slowly said, “before the Gods give us a word for it.”

“In the loosest sense that is true,” Black said, “but it explains nothing. I am told that the summer fair of Laure is famous for its plays, Catherine. Did you ever watch any?”

“Sure.” I frowned. “The puppet shows too, when I was a kid.”

“Then you will have seen how some characters return across a hundred different stories,” the Black Knight said. “Wily servants cheating their masters, treacherous uncles betraying their nephews—”

“—third sons who inherit a hidden boon,” I quietly continued. “Priestesses too pure to be tricked, princes who hide their identity.”

“And across a hundred tales, more often than not they will serve the same purpose in the greater story,” he said. “The cheating servant profits, then get their comeuppance. The uncle wins it all, until they are unmasked and ended.”

“You’re saying that’s what a Role is,” I slowly said. “The story a Name is supposed to play out.”

He smiled.

“I am the Black Knight of Praes,” he said, tone rising theatrically along with the rest of him. “I am to be a fearsome slayer of heroes, lead the armies of the Tower into battle, and secretly covet the throne I serve.”

The smile turned thin and sharp, like a blade bared.

“And I am to die, after having sown a graveyard, to a Prince or some other manner of Knight. That is my Role, and so long as my end has not found me, I am to be a terror without peer.”

“But I’m not the Squire,” I said.

“You are a claimant,” he replied, “the kind of soul that could be the Squire. You are fit for the Role. If you were not, you could never have come into a claim no matter what I did to help it along.”

I swallowed thickly as he met my eyes.

“A hotheaded apprentice with much to prove? Of course you would find trouble, Catherine, else it would find you. The specifics of it hardly mattered of it.”

“So you planned for it,” I said. “Used it to find out where the Foxtails were hiding.”

“Objects in motion,” he gently repeated.

“But it’s not everything,” I said, tone growing more certain as I spoke. “It can’t be.”

I clenched my fingers and unclenched them.

“You’ve been the Black Knight since long before I was born,” I said. “If your Role, your story, can’t be changed then you’d have died by now. Some Prince or Knight would have been your end.”

Even in the dark I caught the glint of cold, merciless triumph in those green eyes.

“Why, Catherine,” he lightly said, “if Creation has rules, does it not follow that these rules can be cheated?”

And I should have flinched at the words, at the blasphemy and utter contempt for the Gods Above they represented, but I didn’t. In the silence of the night, under branches that covered even the stars, I heard that quiet voice I’d always had in the back of my mind.

It said: That sounds like something worth learning.


Chapter twelve
Heading
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“The road is the journey.”

—Callowan proverb

I did not recall getting back to camp, but it was there I woke up.

By the look of the sun, it couldn’t have been long before noon, but I woke weary and would have gone back to sleep if not for the racket around me. Crawling out of my covers, I found the Blackguard hard at work; large wooden chests were being dragged out of horse-drawn wagons, set on the ground in a line. Officers then cracked them open to count the coins and gold ingots that lay within. I began to count how many chests there were and how much gold that represented—how much gold Kojo had squeezed out of Laure in a year—before deciding this was as a case of “too early; should eat first.”

It was more gold than I’d seen in my entire life, anyway.

Captain was sitting by the cooking fire when I made my way there, and took a look at my face before letting out a chuckle. She snatched an iron pot from the fire, then poured some of its contents and pressed a mug of something steaming into my hand. I took a sniff and found it smelled herbal, though not like any tea I knew of. Not that my experience there was particularly broad; even the cheapest tea leaves went for same price as fresh meat.

“Broadhead brew,” Sabah informed me. “An old’s friend recipe. It’ll take the edge off.”

I dropped down onto a log and experimentally took a sip, finding it was not as hot as the steam had implied. It tasted fruity—berries, maybe?—and a little salty, but not in an unpleasant way. It was strangely refreshing, and after a dozen little sips I was feeling almost like a person.

“It’s good,” I said. “What’s it made of?”

“Tree sap from deep in the Waning Woods and titan’s salt,” Sabah said. “Ranger found a way to turn the mixture into paste and bake it into little sticks; makes them easy to carry.”

I choked on my current mouthful, but forced myself not to cough and swallow it whole.

Apparently I was drinking solid gold.

Everything from the deep Waning Woods was worth a fortune—there was so much magic there even rocks soaked it in—but titan’s salt was even more ridiculous an ingredient. I’d read the stuff was either harvested from old ruins or imported straight from the Dominion, the last human nation to still trade with the giants of the Titanomachy.

Swallowing down the last drops, because Gods, even my spit had to be worth a few coppers now, I slapped my own chest under her amused gaze.

“It’s a lovely gesture,” I said, “but I wasn’t that tired.”

Sabah waved it away, and with how large her hand was I couldn’t help but feel like it should have made wind.

“I brewed it for myself,” she told me. “I usually do after rough nights.”

I hadn’t seen her in the fighting, but then I’d not looked all that closely.

“It was that,” I agreed. “Can I ask what happened to the Baron?”

“He got away,” Captain said. “I pursued him for an hour, and I got close, but he dropped some kind of magic trinket that messed with my senses.”

“He’s a tricky fucker,” I said darkly. “And that madness trick he pulled on the Foxtails, it’s the stuff nightmares are made of.”

“Foment,” Captain said, and the word rang like a bell.

I shivered, as much at the sensation as the reminder of what I’d fought last night.

“It’s one of his aspects, the only one we’re sure of. It takes time to work on numbers, though, and that many should be around his limit.”

“At least it’s not some kind of magic stone,” I said. “It’s only him to watch out for, not whoever’s holding it.”

“He’s got treasures to spend that will be near as bad,” Captain warned me. “During the Conquest, he looted the Fearne vaults after making Liesse surrender.”

Baron Vernon Angler’s infamous betrayal had come shortly before the Siege of Laure began, after Summerholm fell and the Grass March was overrun. Some thought that the Old Kingdom still had a fighting chance then, but after a reinforcing army from Vale was caught and annihilated south of the capital, three disasters finished crushing Callowan resistance. At the western border, the bandit army under Sir Jeremiah Holt struck a bargain with the Tower and began ravaging the borderlands. Panicking at the news of the defeats, Duke Benedict Fearne of Liesse—one of the few remaining high nobles—packed up his riches and his finery, gathered his household, and fled the country.

And the last blow came when Vernon Angler murdered his father, the baron of Holden, and took the army marching north to seize the now-leaderless Liesse instead.

“Duke Benedict must have taken the good stuff when he fled, though,” I pointed out.

“Only what he could fit on carriages,” Captain said. “It was less than you might think; there is a reason he now lives on Proceran silver.”

Though Benedict Fearne had originally fled to Mercantis, the great trading city at the heart of Calernia, it was said he had since become the guest of Principate of Procer. I supposed the First Prince thought he might end up useful at some point, and certainly he must have racked up massive debts by now. Sabah was kind enough to fry me some eggs while I finished the broadhead brew—I asked, and apparently it was called that because Ranger had once seen someone shot with a broadhead arrow survive after drinking it—and got out of her a better notion of what had happened last night.

They had followed the tracker spell and surrounded the general area hollow tree, never meeting the fox spirit, but then ran into the magical protection. It was some kind of ancient ward—static magical protections, delineated by clear boundaries—that proved too well-crafted for their mages to finesse open, so they went with brute strength instead.

“So that’s why you got the giant monster,” I guessed. “The same one that cracked open the tree for the Blackguards.”

Sabah grimaced.

“The beast sniffed out the ward boundary and tore up the ground where it was,” she said. “After that it was only a matter of storming the tree. Mind you, if you’d not set the place aflame and the Baron hadn’t plied his aspect, they would have heard us coming from a mile away. It was not a quiet thing.”

It was good to hear that my playing with fire had served a purpose, after all, and it buoyed my mood as I scarfed down the last of the eggs. Now that I felt more awake, I was ravenously hungry.

I asked Sabah about the Foxtail prisoners and Grenfork, but she knew little. Scribe’s trouble, she said, and not hers.

With my meal finished, I made my excuses and went to wash my face before setting out to find either Black or Scribe. Either of them should have answers for me.

It was simpler than I’d anticipated, because the two of them were together.

They stood with a third, a mage from the Blackguards, beside a short stump on which a stone bowl full of water had been set down. That Black was speaking to the bowl might have seemed strange, if not for the way the bowl talked back—or the wavy reflection of someone’s face on the water’s surface. I leaned forward in open fascination. I’d heard a lot about them, but it was the first time I ever saw a scrying ritual. On the other end of spell there would be another stone bowl and a mage, who was keeping the connection between the anchors stable.

“… General Afolabi to send a full contingent as escort, as well as a detachment of cavalry,” the Black Knight said. “We will be coming up the Southway, and I expect no trouble, but I want to hand off the wagons as soon as feasible.”

“I will pass your orders along, sir,” the dark-skinned woman on the water replied.

“I will also require an imperial courier to accompany them, with a copper box,” he added. “Captain found a magical amulet, and I want it sent to Ater—Warlock might find it interesting.”

Agreement from the woman on the other end, and that was the end of the conversation. The water in the bowl turned to vapor as the spell ended, the Blackguard mage who’d handled the magic lighting up when Black praised him for the quality of the connection. My teacher noticed me from the corner of his eye and offered me a nod, but then he gestured at Scribe. He did not yet have time for me, it seemed. Fair enough. Scribe was already looking at me when I turned her way, and silently gestured for us to step away as Black headed toward the chests full of gold. We didn’t go far, only stepping away from the clamor of the work.

“You were as interested in the spell as the conversation,” Scribe noted.

“It’s my first time seeing one,” I honestly replied. “I know governors’ courts offers use of scrying for a fee, but with the prices Kojo set no one but Praesi and the rich could afford to.”

I got a rare look of surprise out of her. Oh, had she missed that?

“The fees were set by the office of the governor-general of Callow,” she said. “It was not in Kojo Agrinya’s power to change them.”

Officer of the governor-general was a fancy way of saying “I decided on the prices,” I figured, which only added to my amusement.

“They didn’t just raise prices,” I told her. “You were put on a list when you signed up; only, it would take forever for it to be your turn unless you paid off the officials handling it.”

Kojo had been a prick in a hundred different ways, but I had to hand it to him that he’d been brilliant at finding fresh ways to squeeze gold out of people. It was impressive he’d even slipped one past someone as watchful as Scribe.

“It appears our Callowan stations are in need of fresh inspection,” Scribe mildly said.

I almost pitied the other governors if they’d tried to pull the same shit. Almost.

“Could you really reach all the way to the Gravemouth with just a bowl, though?” I asked. “I thought it was more difficult than that.”

“We have an official relay in Vale and others less publicized,” Scribe told me, “but in this case they were not needed: The weather is fine across most of central Callow, and the scrying bowl we brought is from the same batch as the one used there.”

My eyes widened. I’d known about the weather limitations—rain, snow, and storms made scrying difficult because the magic had something to do with the sky; it was the same reason you couldn’t scry underground—but the part about bowls was only rumor.

“So it’s true all the scrying bowls come from the same secret quarry in Praes,” I said.

“It is not secret, Catherine,” she dryly replied. “It is ten miles south of Ater and quite heavily guarded.”

That was a lot less exciting, which sadly seemed to be the way with a lot of the juiciest rumors about Praes. For an Evil empire, the way it did things seemed to be terribly dull at times.

“I expect you have questions,” Scribe continued. “I am listening.”

“Grenfork,” I said. “The Foxtails.”

“The villagers will go without punishment, as you requested,” she said. “As for the rebels, they will remain imprisoned outside the village until they are moved to penal labor—the nature of which has yet to be determined.”

That sounded like a recipe for them to end up working in imperial mines, but it still beat crucifixion. Of all the habits the Praesi had learned from the Miezans, that method of execution was one of the nastiest.

“I take it we’re leaving soon?” I asked.

“Early afternoon, if the coin counting finishes in time,” Scribe said. “Half of us will remain behind to guard the prisoners, while the rest of us make for the Southway.”

I’d heard that much, listening in on Black, but there was something I hadn’t heard about.

“He didn’t mention Duty, when talking with the officer,” I quietly said. “The third of it we have, anyway.”

“Nor will he,” she replied. “The War College trains mages well enough for our needs, Catherine, but a few years of learning is nowhere near enough to match the practitioners trained from infancy by the High Seats.”

My eyes narrowed.

“You think someone might have been listening in.”

“Unless your scrying is handled personally by Warlock, you must always assume that is a possibility,” Scribe flatly replied. “So there will be no talk of the treasure you retrieved, not until it is out of the reach of enterprising souls.”

I cocked an eyebrow, smiling.

“A treasure, huh,” I said. “That’s the closest thing to a compliment you ever gave me, I think.”

She turned a bland gaze on me.

“It is the closest to a compliment you have earned,” Scribe replied.

Ouch. Fair, but ouch.

“So I’m not yet worth the trouble, then,” I said.

Our conversation yesterday was not one I would soon forget. She stayed silent for a while, studying me without any pretense otherwise.

“It is a start,” Scribe finally said. “If only that.”

We ended up leaving later in the afternoon than planned, but we still moved out.

It’d been early Sept when we left Laure, and we left the outskirts of Peren Woods late in the month. It took us a few days to reach the Southway, but once we did it was easy riding up to the Gravemouth on the fine imperial highway. A week and half in total to get there, and though on the first day after the battle at the hollow tree I’d been spared lessons, they resumed as soon as the traveling did. Scribe hadn’t exactly warmed to me, but neither did she avoid me quite as much. I still got the one-word answer treatment when she didn’t feel like humoring me, but once in a while we had actual conversations.

She approved of any interest on my part in imperial politics, I eventually put together, so I shamelessly pulled on that lever whenever I wanted to keep her talking.

“So what are the Lords Credent, exactly?” I asked her. “Kojo mentioned them when he went on a rant about how Black wouldn’t be able to kill him. His uncle’s one of them, apparently?”

“It is a formal coalition of nobles in opposition to Malicia,” Scribe told me. “Their strength waxes and wanes as their fortunes do, but the backbone of it has remained largely the same since its foundation. Three of the High Seats come together: Wolof, Obon, and Sose.”

I knew what the High Seats were: the six largest cities in Praes after the capital, more or less. Most of them had been petty kingdoms before the unification of Praes, and they were still the richest and most powerful nobles of the Empire.

“And she just allows them to keep breathing?” I skeptically asked. “That’s basically flying a rebel banner.”

“Their aims are not openly rebellious,” Scribe explained. “Their cause, as much as they have one, is to curb the Tower’s influence and push back against the reforms. They claim their aim is to preserve the traditions of Praes—the credence they name themselves for—and not oppose the empress.”

“And I’m guessing they’re too powerful to just order crucified,” I said.

“It would surely result in civil war,” she plainly said. “And in truth, it is unnecessary; though they regularly exact concessions, Malicia has largely been getting her way for decades. Her supporters in the nobility are the stronger faction, and they tend to support any reform that does not harm their own power.”

“So they’re not toothless, but they’re not a real danger either,” I slowly said.

“A lion will smile, before it grows hungry,” Scribe told me. “They are simply waiting until the empress’s reign grows weaker. For now, the Calamities are behind her, the Legions loyal, and the treasury fuller than it has been in two centuries. Yet if that solid foundation should show cracks…”

“The lion stops smiling,” I said.

“Take care you do not become the weakness in the foundation, Catherine Foundling,” she warned. “Malicia might survive what will follow, but you most assuredly will not.”

Always a bundle of laughs, Scribe.

There was a reason I preferred Sabah and Lieutenant Abase when I wanted idle conversation. Yet for all the occasional dose of wariness Scribe had me swallow, I found our journey to the Gravemouth oddly comfortable. Routine, in a way, between the lessons and the talks and the pace I was getting used to. I was getting better with the shield, Black agreed, and so he set Captain after me for a new kind of drill called “Sabah hits you in the face with a wooden hammer if you don’t get your shield up in time.”

I bruised so much it felt like half my face was a single giant throbbing pain and cursed until I ran out and had to learn new ones, but after a week of an hour of that a day I didn’t even need to think about getting my shield up anymore. I’d even learned, without anyone teaching me, to adjust the shield’s angle so I wouldn’t take the full blow. As something of a reward, Black informed me that the suit of plate armor he’d ordered made for me was waiting at the Gravemouth. I was unashamed to admit how much I looked forward to that.

Twice now I’d been looking forward to having a closer look at the infamous Gravemouth, the beating heart of Praesi power in Callow, but I was robbed again. We got there after dark, so I barely saw anything as we approached; there were tall walls, thick with bastions and watchtowers, before which the storied blackened earth spread out for half a mile of plains. But once we got through the gate it was just a whirlwind of paved streets and armed men until I was guided to a room with a bed, where I promptly fell asleep until someone shook me awake an hour before dawn. Then it was porridge and water, and we were back on the road, straight north on the Southway.

I was as exhausted leaving as I’d been getting in, so it only occurred to me to be miffed a few hours out. I hadn’t even seen my armor yet!

When we stopped at midday for delayed sword lessons, the unpacking of it brightened my mood some. The plate was plain steel, unadorned, but pretty work nonetheless. The joints at the elbows and knees were delicately made, and the sabatons—the steel covering my feet—were surprisingly comfortable. I ended up spending most of an hour leaning how the parts fit and how to wear them correctly, also learning that this wasn’t something I could put on by myself. There was a reason Legion regulars wore mail and that knights had squires: You needed help to fasten several parts.

The plate itself felt surprisingly light, at least at first. It was only when Black told me that I would be wearing it all times from breakfast to supper, save when relieving myself, that I realized the trouble: Everything was harder when you wore armor. Whether it was grasping a waterskin or turning to look where someone was pointing, it was everything I’d hated about wearing an aketon only with pounds of steel on as well. Sabah told me I’d get used to it, pointing out that everyone on our company except for Scribe wore plate, but I despaired of even drinking water without being Creation’s clumsiest idiot.

At least my helmet was open-faced, because if I had to fiddle with a steel grate every time I wanted not to be blind I was going to have to find a river and jump in it.

After a few days on the Southway we cut to the northeast on an old dirt road, which Black told me would take us straight to the Old King’s Road that led to Summerholm. We’d long ago left the wagons behind in the hands of the commander sent by General Afolabi, so we might get there just after the end of Octe. That meant Nove, the first month of autumn, and also that I’d spent most of my summer traveling across Callow. It hardly felt like it, considering I’d seen little but fields and villages and the occasional Legion patrol. We’d rarely stopped anywhere; it was only when we reached the Old King’s Road that we began to use inns instead of camping in the wilds.

It wasn’t for comfort we started to, either. Scribe began disappearing whenever we stopped for the day, reappearing only after nightfall and having long conversations with Black. They were, my teacher told me, feeling out the consequences of Kojo Agrinya’s death. House Agrinya had cast him out before his execution, but he had still been of the blood. Some of their rivals had smelled weakness, and a small border war exploded that the Legions were moving to stamp out.

“We have business in Summerholm,” Black told me, “but it appears we journey directly to Ater afterward. The Alchemist is getting involved.”

“She’s one of the Praesi Named that’s not with you, I hear,” I ventured.

“The Alchemist is mercenary to a fault, which has its uses as well as its troubles,” the Black Knight said. “I much prefer her to the Necromancer—if not for House Banu’s protection, I would have slain him by now. He is much too unstable to be allowed as loose a leash as he has been.”

House Banu’s head was the High Lady of Rana, one of the High Seats and more crucially the seat of the imperial forges. She wasn’t one of Malicia’s loyalists or one of the Lords Credent, instead she kept sitting the fence so she could collect lucrative bribes from both sides for staying out of their way. Offending her by killing a Named under her protection might nudge her the way of Malicia’s enemies, so I could understand why Black had stayed his hand. Or had it stayed for him.

“So what is it that needs doing in Summerholm?” I asked.

“Close your eyes and focus,” he said.

I did, and found the same thing I had for weeks now: three points of pressure in the back of my mind, and then a fourth sensation different from the rest. Less pressing. Three people Black had told me wanted to kill me, rival claimants to the Name of Squire.

“How can you sure they’ll be there?”

“Because there is already trouble in the city,” he said. “And power ever calls to power.”

Five days’ ride away from Summerholm, I was awoken in the middle of the night by screams and the sound of fighting.

I hastily left my covers, dragging on my shirt and trousers before unsheathing my sword. It would figure the first comfortable bed I’d get in a month would be the one someone tried to kill me in.

Running barefoot out of my room, I found the inn’s common room full of Blackguards but without enemies—or any sign of the innkeeper. Lieutenant Abase found me, and his amused gaze dipped down at my feet.

“They have already been caught,” he said. “You may see Lord Black if you want, but I would recommend putting on boots first.”

“What would I do without your wisdom, lieutenant?” I dryly replied.

“Have colder feet, I imagine.”

It wasn’t long before I was outside the inn—some roadside place called the Soldier’s Rest—and the ring of torches made it clear where Black was. He stood over a shackled man, whose face I saw was bloodied when I approached. All four of his limbs had been broken, and still several Blackguards had swords pointed at him. I came to stand by my teacher, who offered me a smile.

“I had wondered if you would wake,” he said.

“I don’t sleep that deep,” I replied. “What is it I’m looking at, sir?”

“One of the ten men who tried to assassinate me tonight,” the Black Knight said.

I blinked in surprise, but mastered myself.

“Well,” I said, “looks like it could have gone better for them.”

The man on the ground spat, the spittle flecked with blood. “It’s only a matter of time, Carrion Lord.” He had a faint accent, and it was not Callowan. The man didn’t look Praesi—he’d tanned a bit, but he was paler than even the palest of Taghreb.

“True enough,” Black affably agreed. “Though that time is not yet come, it seems.”

“How close did they get?” I asked.

“The knives, not so much,” he said. “Captain killed five of them before they even entered the inn. The rest tripped the second alarm ward. It was only our friend here, who was using an interesting little enchanted mask, who reached me.”

I cocked a questioning eyebrow.

“Blood magic,” he said. “He killed the innkeeper and invested the mask with his life’s blood to take on his appearance. It was very good work—Pelagian sorcery, wasn’t it?”

“That’s one of the Proceran schools,” I said.

“Yes,” Black acknowledged. “It appears our friend here is in the service of the Circle of Thorns.”

The prisoner let out an ugly laugh. “Let none lay a hand—”

“Without bleeding for it, yes,” the Carrion Lord finished, rolling his eyes. “You don’t have to tell me the motto every time. We will see what Scribe can get out of you.”

He flicked a glance at one of the Blackguards, who sheathed his sword and then promptly knocked out the assassin with the scabbard. Black walked away after giving a few orders, and I silently went with him.

“You looked troubled,” he said.

“They used blood magic,” I said with a grimace. “If it were some High Lord doing it, I’d understand. But the Principate? It’s not like their Vestry wouldn’t object.”

“You would be surprised”—the Carrion Lord coldly smiled—”at the kind of things the Vestry countenances.”

My fingers clenched. Maybe I would be. Until tonight, I wouldn’t have said that the Procerans would kill an innkeeper—Callowan, not a Praesi—and use his fucking blood to make a fancy mask in an assassination attempt that didn’t even get anywhere. Now that I knew, though, I’d remember it. That to the Principate we were just people to sacrifice so they could get a better shot at the Tower.

We walked back in silence, to go back to sleep under the same roof where someone had tried to kill us.
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The rest of the ride to Summerholm went without incident, though the Blackguards looked in every corner of every inn we stopped at. They’d taken having missed some of the assassins personally. On the last morning before we reached the end of the Old King’s Road, I dragged my ass down to the common room of the inn we’d ended up at and picked at my porridge halfheartedly, forcing myself to swallow mouthfuls of the increasingly lukewarm slop. I wasn’t that hungry at the moment, but I knew that if I didn’t fill my stomach now I’d feel ravenous in a few hours.

Captain was the only other person sitting at the table, methodically tearing through her second bowl without a word. Even while eating her eyes were never restful, always moving and scanning the corners of the inn’s dining room—the habits of a lifetime spent serving as Black’s bodyguard. With a grimace I put down my spoon and admitted that this was about as much food as I could force myself to swallow right now. Besides, I had questions to ask, and this was as good a time as any: Black was nowhere in sight, but I was due to begin my first sword lesson soon.

“So,” I said, “the Sixth Legion.”

Sabah eyed me curiously but didn’t reply. She’d keep eating until I asked her an actual question, in my experience. She was a woman who took her meals seriously.

“I know their cognomen is Ironsides,” I continued, “but besides a mention of how they held the left flank at the Fields of Streges, rumor’s thin on how they got it.”

I’d taken the time to ask Lieutenant Abase about the legions that served as Summerholm’s garrison, during our long days of travel. The Sixth and the Ninth—Ironsides and Regicides. The second was fairly straightforward, but the first not so much.

Captain put down her wooden spoon, resting it against the rim of the bowl. “They broke a charge of the knights of Callow,” she said, her tone making it clear she expected this to be a tell-all explanation.

“That’s, uh,” I said, “good on them I guess? You’re saying that like that’s a really impressive thing.”

The tall woman mulled over this a moment before speaking.

“You were born after the Conquest,” she finally said, “so you don’t understand the way wars used to go. You only heard of the Legions after we started winning.”

“I know the Empire’s never been great at keeping the territory it takes from Callow,” I said. “And that Dread Emperor Nefarious got his ass handed to him by King Edward before Black and the empress got put in charge.”

“You still think of the Legions as the one you grew up with,” Captain told me. “But those are recent, Catherine. Things were different before the reforms. It used to be that the Empire didn’t fight Callowan armies on an open field unless we had them four to one.”

I couldn’t help but let out a whistle at that. “That seems a little excessive,” I told her.

Sure, Callowan histories always wrote about the hundreds of thousands of greenskins and Wastelanders that had been crushed by our beloved Fairfax kings but that was just the way chronicles went: You tripled the enemy’s numbers and halved yours, just so future generations would know how great you’d been. You had to take histories with a grain of salt. Otherwise you’d end up swallowing some pretty egregious lies.

“We still lost about half of the time,” Sabah informed me. “Before the Fields, the only way a legion ever held against a charge by Callowan knights on flat grounds was by packing the ranks so tight they got bogged down.”

I winced. You didn’t need to be a master tactician to understand that that tactic was going to involve a lot of dead legionaries.

“So the Sixth held the line against hard odds,” I said. “The name’s already starting to make more sense.”

“There’s more to it than that,” Captain said. “Istrid—the Sixth’s general—is an orc. So is most of her legion.”

“And what does that change?” I asked.

“Greenskins weren’t allowed to be legionaries until the reforms,” she said. “Just auxiliaries that the Black Knights used as expendables to take the hurt off proper soldiers. So when the knights charged them…”

“They broke, and they broke hard,” I finished quietly.

It was easy enough to imagine the greenskin legionaries I remembered patrolling the streets in Laure, only without the armor and the large shields. I’d seen enough frescoes of Callow knights in vestries to know they were large men and women in full plate riding war horses decked in the same: It would have been like running a sharp knife through butter.

“And so there was Istrid and her legion of orcs, after hundreds of years of her people being run down like animals,” Captain said quietly. “Standing down those knights from behind a line of pikes, and this time, finally this time… they weren’t the ones to break.”

“Ironsides,” I murmured, trying out the word with a new kind of wonder.

I’d probably met handicapped veterans in the streets of Laure who’d been part of that ill-fated charge, I reminded myself. It was a sobering thought, but it didn’t quite manage to take away the mystique of the tale Sabah had just spun in a few sentences. That was the thing I hated the most about these people I was traveling with: When you listened to them talk, they didn’t seem so much like the villains anymore. There was a twisted sort of justice to the Sixth Legion managing to be on the other side of slaughter for once. I’d been raised on stories of Praesi monsters, but what kind of stories had they heard while growing up?

“Don’t focus too much on Istrid,” Captain advised. “Sacker’s the more dangerous of the two.”

“Ninth Legion—cognomen Regicides,” I recited from memory. “One of their companies killed the prince, right?”

“They all wear red war paint on their throat to show how the man got his own slit.” She chuckled. “It’s what she’s remembered for, but it’s not why she’s dangerous. She’s slated to take Marshal Ranker’s place when she retires, and you need more brains than brawn to make it to marshal.”

There were only three of these in the Dread Empire, the highest officers in the Legions of Terror after the Black Knight himself.

“So she’s smart?” I guessed.

“Cleverer than a snake and twice as mean,” Captain grunted. “She’s a patient one, too—it balances the way Istrid gets a little too eager for blood. It’s why they’ve been paired together.”

I grimaced. Coming from a woman who was on first-name basis with the Black Knight, “twice as mean” was a statement to take seriously. So let’s add General Sacker to the list of people I’ll need to be very, very careful around.

“Speaking of Summerholm,” I segued in the most casual tone I could muster. “D’you know anything about why we’re headed there?”

Black had already hinted, but she likely knew some things as well—and might not be as tight-lipped. Sabah shot me an unimpressed look, so apparently he’d warned her about it.

“Some kind of Name thing for you,” she said. “Squires are so fucking dramatic. Getting Amadeus settled into his Name was a pain too, though. No reason you’d be different.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Your Name was easier?”

“I was essentially born into mine, back when I was the Cursed,” she said. “By the time I became the Captain, no one was fool enough to challenge me for it.”

So that bloodline curse she’d mentioned once had been the reason for her Name. As for the latter part, I eyed the large woman frankly—she was already wearing her armor, and even without her hammer peeking over her shoulder she looked like a one-woman battering ram. “I find that pretty easy to believe,” I admitted.

She snorted and returned to her gruel. I tried to do the same, but nearly spat out the stuff when I realized how cold it had gotten during our little chat. Shoving the spoon back in, I pushed myself up and decided to find Black.

The sooner my lessons were finished, the sooner we got to Summerholm.


Chapter thirteen
Introduction
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“Note: Orc buoyancy is limited. Avoid fighting the damnable rebels near shoddily built dams in the future.”
—Extract from the journal of Dread Emperor Malignant II

They called Summerholm the Gate of the East.

For centuries, the great city-fortress had served as a lock on the heartlands of the Old Kingdom. Between Praes and Callow lay two rivers and the rich land between, the Reach, but the hold of House Fairfax on the eastern stretch had always been weak. The Blessed Isle, which commanded the best crossing on the Wasaliti River, had been the middle of a tug of war between Laure and Ater since before anyone could remember, while the people of the Reach were infamously… fluid in their loyalties. Centuries of settlers coming from both east and west had seen to it there was always someone willing to go the way the wind blew. The region’s only walled city, Thornmere, had surrendered without a fight during the Conquest.

No, if the Praesi were intent on pushing west into Callow, there wasn’t much of a fight waiting for them until they hit the Hwaerte River. Its waters were broad and deep, its current strong and the sailing of it treacherous; it was not impossible to take ships across, but ferrying an entire army would be difficult. There was only one good crossing on the Hwaerte, and the way the Miezans had built a great bridge there meant it was the one city the Praesi had to take to invade central Callow. The ancient Counts of Summerholm had known it and built accordingly; theirs was a defensive nightmare of a city, one that the Wastelanders had only ever managed to take a handful of times.

Only two had managed it without over a year of siege: my teacher, during the Conquest, and the infamous Dread Empress Triumphant more than four hundred years ago. My teacher had reduced the walls through clever use of goblin engineering, while Triumphant had simply made them obsolete by sailing her flying fortress right over them.

I could understand why the old monster would have gone to such extremes, now that I was in sight of those very fortifications. The side of the city we were facing was the least fortified—the part on the western shore—but even here the walls ran two concentric circles of stark granite over fifty feet tall. Crenelated bastions ran the length, regularly showing the silhouette of a siege engine, and even as close to sundown as we were, there were soldiers manning them.

The soldiers belonged to the Legions instead of House Sarsfield, now, but they were not any less well-trained for it—it was, if anything, the opposite.

“The garrison looks like it’s expecting an army to show up at any moment,” I commented.

I guided Zombie toward Black with a tug of the reins, the good stone of the Old King’s Road clattering against his hooves.

“Summerholm has always been the key to warding off invasions,” he replied. “It continues to serve that purpose, if under a different banner.”

I snorted. “And who’d be doing the invading, exactly?”

For better or worse, the Dread Empire’s hold on Callow ran unchallenged. There’d been no major uprising since the Conquest, and with Procer embroiled in their Long War they’d been too busy to stick their oar in. What did that leave? The Free Cities to the south, past the great Lake Asterion, but that quarrelsome bunch only ever managed to stop warring on each other when they were being invaded. The last were the elves of the Golden Bloom to the north, but they were fanatically isolationist and almost never seen outside their forest kingdom.

“There is always a nefarious plot afoot in the Empire, Catherine,” Black replied dryly. “It is something of an occupational hazard.”

I rolled my eyes. I had a feeling there was more to it than that, but I wasn’t going to get it out of him if he didn’t feel like sharing. I’d bring it up again sometime, when he was in a talkative mood. If the Praesi were worried about an outside force, it might be something I could use. Later, though. We’d gotten close enough to the city that I could see the Legion camps sprawled all around it. The official roster of soldiers for a legion was between four and eight thousand fighting men, I dredged up from memory, though the Praecepta Militaria had stated there were usually about half as many camp followers, merchants, and servants trailing in their wake.

No longer while on campaign, though, not since the reforms. One of the changes that’d allow the Legions of Terrors to consistently catch Callowan forces by surprise during the Conquest was doing away with camp followers so they could be faster on the move.

Neither the Sixth nor the Ninth Legion were on campaign at the moment, however, so people had flocked to them like flies to honey. It was impossible for a city the size of Summerholm to lodge two legions comfortably, so a pair of semi-permanent camps had been established outside the walls, and they had… grown, to say the least.

“Weeping Heavens,” I muttered, “It’s like a second city.”

With the barracks and storehouses of the legions serving as nucleus, makeshift towns had sprouted like mushrooms. The military areas were cleanly outlined according to regulations, overlooked by earthen walls and watchtowers, but around them something between a slum and a bazaar had formed. Cottages of wood or baked clay from the riverbanks made up part of it, but there were twice as many pitched tents of myriad colors. Some avenues large enough for troops to go through were being maintained, else the legions would be good as locked in, but the rest of it was a messy labyrinth of small lanes.

It was maybe an hour until sundown, but the place was still teeming with activity. Merchants hawked their wares from small courtyards and roadside stands while clumps of families cooked their evening meals in pots and pans. There was even a man trying to guide a herd of goats into a pen, though one of the does kept getting away to bleat plaintively at a very amused legionary. Alas, despite her pleading, the Empire did not step in to ensure she would be spared imprisonment.

“Summerholm is the city where Praesi and Callowans mingle the most,” Black said as our party started down the slope towards the camps. “All eastward trade goes through it, which has seen it grow into one of the richest cities in the Empire.”

And that wealth had attracted thousands of my countrymen, now living by the river in that riotous ring of townships.

“And there haven’t been tensions?” I asked. “I heard that the siege got rough toward the end.”

Summerholm hadn’t been sacked, not exactly. Legion regulations stated that rapists were to hang, and looters would lose a hand if caught with stolen property. But the final assault on the walls had been costly enough that no one on the Empire’s side had been particularly inclined to mercy when the Count of Summerholm finally surrendered. None of House Sarsfield remained, a line older than even the Fairfaxes snuffed out.

“Rebuilding the city accrued some goodwill,” Black said. “And leaving eight thousand men and women in the prime of their life as garrison meant that mixed marriages were an inevitability.” He paused. “You are not wrong, to wonder. Summerholm is the measure of Callowan sentiment towards the occupation, even more so than Laure. Any rebellion with a chance of success will have its seeds planted here.”

“Because if the city doesn’t rebel, there’s nothing stopping reinforcements coming from the Wasteland,” I said.

If the Gate of the East lay wide open, the Legions would keep walking right through until any rising was stomped into dirt.

“For that very reason conspirators have been gathering here since the end of the Conquest,” Black said. “Our agents have been keeping a close eye on the situation.”

Our agents. The Empire’s spies had been one of those things I knew existed but didn’t really feel applied to me, back in Laure. More something you accused a girl from your dormitory of being after she snitched on your staying out after curfew than a serious matter. The way Scribe had kept getting fresh news even out in the middle of nowhere served as a reminder of how well-organized and pervasive their web really was, though. I’d not asked much of them so far, figuring I wasn’t trusted enough for answers yet, but since he was bringing up the subject…

“The Eyes of the Empire,” I said. “That’s what your spies are called, aren’t they?”

A shadowy threat to match the very visible one posed by the Legions, the Tower’s hooded agents who bore a hidden lidless eye tattoo as their mark.

Black’s lips stretched into a sardonic smile. “Ah, the Eyes,” he mused. “One of Scribe’s better ideas, that.”

I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Fifty years ago, Catherine, the only written mention of ‘Eyes of the Empire’ you would have found in historical records was about a failed conspiracy-cult that tried to overthrow Dread Emperor Traitorous.”

“The Empire’s had spies in Callow forever, though,” I pointed out. “There’s plenty of records of traitors opening city gates and knives in the dark.”

“I have a great many spies in Callow, true,” he acknowledged. “So do Malicia and several of the High Lords. Scribe’s agents and the Tower’s were even consolidated into a single command structure. But I assure you none of them go around hiding their face or bearing an incriminating mark.”

“But there are people like that going around,” I pointed out. “If they’re not yours, whose are they?”

“Oh, they are mine,” Black replied. “They are simply not meant to gather information.”

I closed my eyes and rubbed the bridge of my nose. The way he thought sometimes gave me headaches, but there was a twisted sort of sense in what he was saying.

“So while everyone is paying attention to the shady people looming in the corners…”

“No one thinks twice about the waitress serving drinks just close enough to eavesdrop,” he finished. “Every resistance movement in Callow worth the name checks prospective members for the lidless eye before letting them in, Catherine. Letting them catch a few ‘attempted infiltrators’ every year lets us slip in agents when we really need them.”

The Black Knight was kind of a bastard, but I couldn’t deny that he was a clever bastard.

“Ironically enough, we have started to refer to our own web by the name,” he admitted. “It is only that when we say ‘Eyes of the Empire’ we do not mean the same people Callowans would.”

“And nobody’s ever seen through that?” I asked.

“Once you give people what they expect to see,” he said, “they rarely bother to dig any deeper.”

I chewed on his words in silence. He’d said them almost off-handedly, but it seemed to be the way he approached a lot of things: playing on the assumptions of his enemies, making them think they had it right while preparing the knife in the back. Was that what he’d meant, when he’d said that a Role could be cheated? The spy always got caught, but that was fine, because the spy that got caught wasn’t the real one. Give them a fake victory so you could take the real one. But I’d need to know my enemies to pull that off, to be at least a step ahead of them.

And right now I don’t know what is waiting for us in Summerholm, I thought, so perhaps I ought to start with that.

“So your agents in the city, have they mentioned anything?” I asked.

I already knew I’d have enemies waiting for me there: The three bundles of pressure in the back of my mind felt too close to be anywhere else. The fourth bundle though, the weird one, it was still a little way off. It grew stronger every day, though, which I took to mean it was headed in our direction. Black had avoided telling me too much about what awaited me in Summerholm so far, but I wasn’t sure whether that was because he was being unnecessarily cryptic or because there would be consequences if he did. I’d heard enough stories to know that forewarning wasn’t always something that helped you.

Still, stumbling in blind seemed a decent way to head for an early grave. I’d be prefer going in with an edge, any edge.

The dark-haired man studied me a moment. “There are currently two major resistance groups in Summerholm,” he finally said. “The Sons of Streges—disaffected veterans, mostly—and a splinter group of the local chapter of the Thieves’ Guild. Scribe’s agents in both of them have stopped reporting.”

The tone was flat, matter of fact.

“You think they got caught,” I said.

“They are either dead or held captive,” he stated. “There are ways through which they would have contacted the local cells, otherwise.”

I frowned. If a single agent had been caught it could have been a simple blunder on the spy’s part, but every single one of them?

“Magic?” I questioned. “There are truth spells, I hear.”

He shook his head. “There is no such thing as a reliable truth spell,” he informed me. “At best they can increase the odds of catching someone in a deliberate lie, and given how esoteric that branch of magic is, very few mages ever bother to study it. There are, as far as I am aware, none who have in Callow.”

It went unsaid that his awareness was no small thing.

“I’m having a hard time believing every single one of your spies screwed up at the same time,” I admitted.

“So am I,” he said. “Which means we may well have a hero on our hands.”

“That’s bad, right?” I ventured. “Because it sounds bad. I thought you caught heroes before they could get started.”

Only it wasn’t an absolute, was it? Named in Callow weren’t just the Calamities and unmarked graves. The Scholar was a heroine and still lived, mad as she was, while the Baron—himself Named, if a villain—had implied another heroine called the Thief was somewhere around the country.

“Once in a while, one will slip the net,” Black admitted. “They usually out themselves shortly by fighting imperial authority publicly, but this one has made no ripples at all.” He frowned. “Or, more likely, made them somewhere they went unnoticed.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Careful or lucky?”

“I’ve found the more dangerous heroes are a little of both,” the Black Knight replied. “The infestation will still be limited to a single Named—if they had assembled a band of five it would have been noticed—which is telling in its own way.”

“That already sounds more manageable,” I said.

I wouldn’t have wanted to fight a whole band, honestly, and not just because I’d probably lose. There was always some kind of harmless idiot in a band of five, like a cowardly rogue or a wizard apprentice that fucked everything up or, Gods forbid, a bard. I didn’t know if I had it in me to stab a bard, honestly. They were always so charmingly ineffective in the stories; it would have been like kicking a puppy.

“So, some lone wolf?”

“A gritty avenging kind, I’d wager.” Black sighed. “They crop up with unfortunate regularity.”

So, three strangers who wanted my head on a pike, rival claimants for my Name, and a hero on the loose. Evidently, my first visit to Summerholm was going to be memorable. I let silence creep in as our party headed for the camps, riding off the road and into the countryside.

People came out to greet us before we reached the camp.

A dozen legionaries in heavy plate were escorting an orc woman going without a helmet. On foot, all of them. Sabah pulled up at my side, and I shot her a quizzical look.

“Istrid,” she simply said.

Black dismounted when the legionaries got close, and I followed suit, standing back as my teacher strode toward General Istrid. The general’s skin was almost more brown than green; she looked like she’d been carved out of rough old leather, though that was common enough in older orcs. There was a wide scar on her cheek that pulled at her lip, fixing her face in a mocking rictus that looked impressively fierce on someone in full Legion gear. She was one of taller greenskins I’d seen, though not quite as broad-shouldered as most orcs her size would be. Still, she towered at least two feet above me. Which meant above Black as well.

“Warlord,” she growled in Kharsum, offering up her arm the same way Lieutenant Abase had shown me.

The word she used wasn’t the one I’d read in the books, or even spoken with Black, but the pronunciations was close enough I got it. She might have been from a different part of the Steppes, I figured, one whose dialect was different from the one I’d learned.

The Black Knight firmly clasped her arm back. “Istrid,” he said, fondly greeting her in the same language. “Couldn’t wait for us to make it to your tent?”

“I got bored,” she replied. “You took your sweet time coming.”

“There was a situation that needed seeing to.”

The orc barked out a harsh laugh. “Heard about that. Stealing from the Tower, huh? But you got the gold back and got to hang Kojo on top of it. A sweet prize for all.”

Ha! I was already feeling rather well disposed toward General Istrid. Anyone who wanted to see Kojo Agrinya swinging from a noose couldn’t be all bad.

“Good things come to those who wait,” Black told her amusedly.

“Now you’re sounding like Sacker,” Istrid growled. “You two will be the death of me. Never mind that—Captain, that you hanging around in the back?”

The woman in question patted my shoulder and moved to join them, leaving me to stand with the ever-silent Blackguards and Scribe. I glanced at the latter, and though I could hardly read her expression, she didn’t seem all that inclined to join the reunion—which, from the sounds of it, was reaching an enthusiastic back-clapping stage.

“They seem friendly,” I said.

It was even odds whether I’d get a one-word answer, I figured, so I was pleasantly surprised to get more.

“They have known each other for a long time,” she said. “Istrid’s clan was the second to ally with Black, when he was still the Squire.”

That went some way in explaining why they were still catching up like old friends instead of heading to the general’s tent.

“You must have known her for almost as long, then,” I ventured.

I actually knew precious little about Scribe before the Conquest, except that she’d met Black and joined up with the Calamities at some point. Her past was a blank slate.

She shook her head. “I came later.”

Like squeezing blood out of a stone, I thought. I shuffled awkwardly on my feet and tried to think of something else to say, but I was saved at the last moment by an outside interruption.

“Catherine,” Black called out, “introductions are in order.”

I hid my relief as best I could and headed for my teacher. General Istrid sized me up as I walked without even the pretense of subtlety, and I straightened my spine out of habit. She wouldn’t take a stick to my fingers every time I slouched to make sure I had proper posture the way the orphanage matron had, but then again I had a feeling that making a bad impression on the commander of the Sixth Legion would have more dire consequences than throbbing knuckles.

“Istrid,” Black said, “meet Catherine Foundling.”

The tall orc frowned, then turned toward him. “She looks like wallerspawn,” she said in Kharsum.

I scowled, partly at her blatant dismissal and partly at the word she’d used—waller was a term orcs used to mean Tiraithe, but it wasn’t exactly a polite one. Mind you there was little polite about the centuries of constant warfare between orc clans and the duchy of Tirglas over the Grass March. The fortifications the Tiraithe had raised at their borders were the reason for the sobriquet, the very walls that these “wallers” slew orcs standing on.

“Half,” I replied in the same tongue, painfully aware that my pronunciation was still tetchy. “Is that a problem?”

That certainly got her attention. “Well,” she drawled, showing a row of sharp teeth, “at least you’re not shy. You sound Callowan, girl—where’d he dig you up?”

“Laure,” I replied. “You end up meeting all sorts of interesting folk when stabbing people.”

The general barked a laugh. “Ain’t that the truth. Well met, Catherine Foundling.”

She offered her arm to clasp, and I reciprocated, somehow managing to keep my nerves off of my face. The general seemed a lot taller now that I stood in front of her and that rictus on her face hadn’t gone anywhere; she made for an intimidating sight, and the story of her staring down a charge of Callowan knights was still fresh in mind. Possibly she scowled at them, and they decided they had better things to do somewhere on the other side of the Tyrian Sea. Gods knew I kind of wished I did.

“Let’s not make Sacker wait too long,” Captain said as I stepped back. “Odds are she already has eyes on us.”

“Sucker’s bet,” Istrid grunted before turning to address her legionaries. “Stable the horses and find somewhere for the Warlord’s retinue to stash their gear.”

A chorus of salutes was her only reply, and I handed off Zombie’s reins to an olive-skinned woman with sergeant’s stripes when prompted. I wondered if she even realized he was dead, for it wasn’t obvious: The same necromantic power that kept him risen also kept him from rotting. General Istrid led the way to one of the avenues I’d glimpsed earlier, followed by Black and Captain.

I glanced back to see if Scribe was following us, but she’d disappeared into thin air when I wasn’t looking. Wait, wouldn’t she have had to pass by us to get into the camp?

A large hand settled on my shoulder, gently steering me forward.

“She does that,” Captain said. “It’s part of her Role to stay in the background. She’ll pop up again when she’s needed, Catherine.”

I am never going to get used to that, I thought. But it was none of my business, so I muttered something that could pass as agreement and let the matter drop.

Sundown was almost on us, and now activity in the wider camp was dying down: The improvised markets were closing and people leaving the streets for the road to the gates of Summerholm. It made sense that not all of them would stay after nightfall. I suspected that for another group getting through the crowds quickly might have been an issue, but not for us. People were giving us a wide berth. Nobody was quite so bold as to point fingers in our direction, but quite a few people seemed to recognize Black and Captain. Whispers bloomed in our wake wherever we went.

The weight of the attention made me uncomfortable; the feeling of the three other potential Squires hadn’t gotten any closer, but I had more than them to worry about now. There might well be a hero hiding in the masses, and if they were looking for a target I was the easiest scalp here for the taking. I was not, after all, so deluded as to think that half a Name and two months’ worth of training under Black would make me a match for a veteran of the Conquest like General Istrid. The grip on the sword at her hip was well-worn, and she walked like someone who thought of their weapon like an extension of their limbs.

We encountered two patrols as we delved deeper into the impromptu town, both of them stopping to salute as we passed. More and more legionaries stood watch as we got closer to the actual Legion camp—one of them, anyway. The standards spread out everywhere all bore the Sixth Legion’s number in Miezan numerals, so it was pretty obvious this was theirs and not the Ninth’s.

By the time we made it to the large pavilion that apparently served as General Istrid’s council room, night had almost fallen.

Mage lights hung inside, enchanted globes giving out a softer glow than the horde of cooking fires there were out there. And no smoke, compared to the trail in the sky that must have been visible for miles. It was no wonder that people preferred mage lights to torches when they had the choice, though before the Conquest few but nobles had been able to afford them.

The inside of the pavilion was empty except for a large table of polished wood surrounded by comfortable-looking chairs. There was only one person inside: a small goblin, under five feet tall and so heavily wrinkled her face looked like a mask. General Sacker, I assumed. She looked half-asleep, her yellow eyes heavy-lidded even as she gave me a once-over before turning toward my teacher.

“Lord Black,” she murmured from her seat, bowing her head ever so slightly.

She was so quiet I almost missed the words, but the Carrion Lord nodded back without missing a beat.

“General Sacker,” he replied, “It’s been too long.”

She inclined her head again.

“Gods Below,” General Istrid interrupted with disgust, “the both of you sound like you’re attending a feast at the Tower. I’m going to need a drink, if we’re doing the fucking Praesi rituals.”

“Finally,” I muttered, “someone’s willing to say it out loud.”

Istrid shot me an amused look as she poured herself a cup of some sort of amber liquor from a carafe on the table. When my attention returned to the others, I found that General Sacker was looking my way, and there was no longer anything half-asleep about her demeanor as she studied me. I’d always heard calculating eyes referred to as cold and cool, but if anything, the yellow gaze pinning me seemed to burn with focused intensity. Clever as a snake and twice as mean, Captain had called her.

“You are from Laure.” General Sacker spoke in the same whisper-thin voice. “Interesting. Orphan?”

I wasn’t sure who the question was addressed to, so I glanced at Black, but he’d already claimed a seat and was pouring himself a drink from the same carafe as Istrid. He was pretending not to pay attention to the conversation, which meant it was a test.

“I am,” I confirmed warily.

Sacker nodded to herself. “Calloused hands. Fighting rings? Illegal in Callow, I do believe.”

Her tone didn’t make it clear whether she approved or disapproved. It was the kind people used when they handed you a shovel so you might dig your own grave, but I knew how to deal with that.

“So I’ve heard,” I simply replied.

I had no idea what her game was, but she was toying with me, and it was getting on my nerves. My first instinct was to bite back, but I pushed it down. Sabah warned me about her, but there was more to it than that.

General Sacker was old. By far the oldest goblin I’d ever seen, and that made her very, very dangerous—most of their kind never made it past their thirties, and looking at the general I guessed she was pushing forty. Older goblins were supposed to be frail and sick, but Sacker was still not only in command of a legion, but of a legion holding one of the most important chokepoints in the Empire.

She was, in short, not someone I wanted to fuck with.

“You can mess with her head later, you vicious old bat,” Istrid broke in cheerfully, apparently not caring about any of that in the slightest. “We’ve got fresher corpses to eat, like our little hero problem.”

General Sacker pursed her lips. “There’s not definitive proof that we have a—”

That was when the pavilion exploded.


Chapter fourteen
Claimant
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“Gaining power is much like scaling a tower, Chancellor. The longer you do, the more likely you are to fall.”

—Dread Empress Regalia the First, shortly before ordering her Chancellor thrown out the window

I was swatted down by the hand of an angry god, fire licking at my face.

The world went silent and dark until I realized I’d closed my eyes. When I opened them I still saw spots of color, but the fear of having gone blind that had seized me for an instant was proved false.

Everything around me was smoking or on fire: The top of the pavilion had been blown and the rest of the cloth was twenty feet away, cheerfully burning. I pushed myself up, noticing with a grimace that the elbow joint of my armor had been wrecked by the fall.

The damned ringing in my ears made it hard to focus on anything, but when I passed my hand over my face I realized with dismay that part of my eyebrows was missing. My fingers came away covered in soot, but I pushed concern over my appearance down the priority list. Whoever had just tried to kill us might still be around, and the second shot might be a more accurate.

Black was already up and about, helping up a prone and shaky-legged Istrid as Captain hovered around him protectively. I reached for my sword, checking warily whether the heat had damaged the scabbard—no, it still came out just fine. Good. Now, time to disembowel whoever was responsible for that. My eyebrows are one of my, like, three good features.

Someone kicked my ankle, and I felt it through the aketon, only now noticing that my left greave had been ripped off my leg. I snarled and looked down, only to find General Sacker staring back up at me peevishly. I gaped at the sight of her: Half of her face was gone, a wasteland of blackened flesh with hints of meat peeking through. One of her eyes had popped out of its socket, not that she seemed to care in the slightest.

She snapped her fingers in front of my face several times and—

“—can’t hear me, can you? Typical Callowan, all bark and no—”

“—now let’s not make this a cultural thing,” I rasped out. “Do you hear me talking about how goblins always look like they’re up to something shady?”

She slapped me. I snarled at her and reached for my sword before common sense could kick in. That little—

“Only making sure you are not in shock,” she said, grinning malevolently at me in a way that showed a mere handful of broken yellow teeth.

Most goblins’ teeth looked like needles, thin and sharp, but hers had been worn down by age.

“Maybe I should make sure of the same,” I told her through gritted teeth.

She swaggered away toward Black without replying, though how someone who’d lost half their armor—and face—in the blast could manage a swagger was beyond me. Don’t kick the Praesi general, Catherine. It’ll be very gratifying, but there’ll be Hells to pay afterward. I followed Sacker, making a point of getting ahead through use of my Heavens-gifted longer legs.

“—lock the camps down. I don’t want anyone getting out,” Black instructed Captain.

“They’ll be long gone,” the gargantuan woman replied. “But there might be a—”

“I will survive without you in my shadow for an hour,” he said, tone flat and emotionless. “Go.”

She went without further protest, stopping to look me over as she passed. Apparently satisfied I wasn’t too harmed, she moved on after a silent nod.

“Hungry Gods,” I heard Istrid gasp as she leaned on Black’s arm. “Been a while since I’ve been on the receiving end of one of those.”

I looked around and found that, strangely enough, a single chair had been left untouched by the carnage except for being knocked over. I went to pick it up and placed it next to General Istrid, acknowledging her grateful glance with a small nod.

“So, out of curiosity,” I rasped out. “Did someone just drop a goddamn comet on us? If so, that’s a bold opening move.”

“No. This was goblin munitions,” Black replied.

“Sharpers,” Istrid specified in a growl. “They always mess with my hearing.”

“A bad batch,” General Sacker added. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be standing right now.”

The tall orc seemed to notice that half of her colleague’s face had been kissed by fire just then, a flicker of surprise and dismay going through her eyes.

“Well,” she said after a moment. “How many eyes do you really need, anyway? You can get an eyepatch that matches Grem’s.”

Sacker palmed what remained of her face, looking pained for the first time that night. I ignored the two, mind already spinning. Goblin munitions were dangerous, any child knew that, but something about their use here stood out to me as…

“Sharpers wouldn’t kill Named without a good spot of luck, would they?” I suddenly asked.

A heartbeat passed as the cogs behind Black’s unsettling green eyes turned and arrived at the same conclusion I had. “We were not the target,” the Black Knight agreed.

He glanced at the two generals thoughtfully.

“If I wanted to create a right mess in Summerholm,” I said “first I’d off the people commanding the garrison and then—”

He inclined his head. “Governor Laila.”

Legionaries finally arrived, at least forty of them, and immediately my teacher pulled an officer aside and sent him to check on Summerholm’s own imperial governor. Only after that did he turn his attention back to me.

“There will be no lessons tonight,” Black said. “I trust you’ll manage an evening by yourself?”

“I’ll find ways to keep myself busy,” I replied casually.

It suited me just fine, as it happened. I’d spent so long on the road lately that I was itching to wander around a proper city. No doubt at some point my three rival claimants—and whatever that fourth one was—would seek me out, so I’d best find them before they found me. Surrendering the initiative was to begin a fight on the defensive, and that wasn’t where my strengths lay.

Black paused to meet my eyes, a long moment passing before finally he snorted. Yeah, I hadn’t thought that would actually fool him.

“Talk to Scribe,” he said. “She will see to it you get what you need.”

Sometimes I thought that if he couldn’t read minds, it would actually make it creepier.

I left the tent before realizing that, displaying his usual level of helpfulness, Black had not deigned to tell me where Scribe was. Thankfully, I lucked out when I asked a legionary to direct me to wherever the Blackguards were assigned. None of them were actually inside those barracks—if I had to guess, I would have said they started running to Black as fast as they could the moment there was an explosion—but Scribe was sitting on the ground in front of a low table already covered in parchments.

I tried to sneak a look at the papers, but none of it made sense: It was gibberish in a mix of Ecane, Kharsum, and something weirder, as far as I could tell. Probably a cipher. The indifference she was displaying in her own quiet way was at odds with how close to Black I’d thought she was—wasn’t she worried, not even a little bit? A sharper wouldn’t kill the Carrion Lord, but it could have wounded him pretty badly.

“No one died,” I told her. “Black’s not even wounded. It was General Sacker that got the worst of it.”

“I know,” Scribe replied, adroitly dipping her quill in the inkwell.

I might as well have tried to empathize with a statue. And not even a particularly expressive one. Pushing down a sigh, I knelt across the table.

“I’m going to be heading out into Summerholm,” I said. “I’ll need a few things before I do.”

I wanted a quiet look, not a melee in the streets of a city that had just gotten attacked, and that meant no armor and no fancy clothes. I was keeping the sword, inconspicuous as it would be, because I wasn’t going unarmed in a city with a hero loose in it—especially a hero that apparently had few qualms with blowing people up.

Scribe pointed to my left, and I followed the finger to a bundle of clothes resting on a shelf.

“Bullshit,” I replied flatly. “How could you possibly have known I would need those before I even did?”

Scribe glanced up. “I’ve had those set aside since we left Grenfork,” she simply said.

I was starting to hate that I seemed to be playing a game where everybody knew the next ten moves except for me. So far it’d come in useful more often than not, but I had a feeling if I let it continue it was going to get me killed. What was I going to do, though, complain my needs were being met too well?

I was overdue for setting out on my own. I’d been walking down roads they paved for me a little too much of late.

Without a word I shed my armor and the still-singed aketon underneath, slipping on the woolen trousers and short-sleeved blouse that Scribe had set aside for me. Good make, both of them, but not so expensive as to warrant a second look.

My old boots had been preserved, and it was a glorious feeling to wiggle my toes inside the used leather instead of the steel-capped stuff I’d been given at the Gravemouth. I already felt a little more like me and a little less like a doll dressed up in someone else’s clothes. With the goblin-steel sword and my knife on either side of my hips, I was fit for murder if it came down to it—which if Black’s hint about what the other Squire claimants wanted was true, it very well might.

There was also a leather purse with some coin in it, which might come in useful; it held about twenty silvers with the Marchford crest on them. They wouldn’t be as widely accepted as Praesi denarii—Countess Elizabeth was known to short the silver in her currency—but they’d attract less attention than a girl of Tiraithe coloring running around with a purse full of imperial silver.

“I’m heading out,” I told Scribe. “Have fun doing… whatever it is you’re doing?”

She silently cocked an eyebrow at me, which seemed fated to be the sum whole of our conversation.

“Good talk,” I muttered.

I left the barracks, already focusing on the other claimants, and found that one of them had gotten closer. Close enough they should be here in the tent city, not behind the walls. Good, I thought with a hard smile.

Time to see how I measured up to the competition.

Outside of the Sixth Legion’s camp, the tent city was a lot like a hornet’s nest that’d just gotten a good kick. The legionaries had pulled back to their earthen walls and now refused to allow anyone through—though Scribe had sent word in advance to let me leave, never missing a detail—and that had not gone unnoticed by the civilians. The explosion itself was not cause for panic, since any halfway decent mage could manage something just as loud, but the way the Legions had reacted in the aftermath made people nervous. Yet not, I saw, nervous enough to shut down all activity for the night.

The sea of torches and campfires shed light in a way that made the labyrinth of tents look like streets instead of empty spaces, and while people went about their business quietly, they were still very much out and about. I kept to the shadows as I tried to narrow down where the closest claimant was, something made increasingly difficult by the way they kept moving away when I got close. I’d figured for some time that the… sensation, the bundles in the back of my mind, might go both ways. That they could as I could feel them.

This seemed confirmation enough.

Which meant I couldn’t approach this as if I was sneaking about: I was now cornering a quarry. I found myself wishing I’d paid closer attention to the layout of the camps, but what little I remembered from earlier would have to do. I was somewhere to the left of the Sixth Legion’s fortifications, I knew that much, so now I just needed to drive the stranger into a place where there was no crowd to hide behind. Either the edge of the tent city or close the earthen walls, where the Sixth cleared a space.

Ignoring the huddled families casting curious looks in my direction, I closed my eyes and sunk into the river. I found it startlingly easy to pull on the power this time, like the Name wanted me to know. There was a claimant a little to the left of me, circling toward the larger avenues, and I would have none of that: If they got into a crowd I’d lose them for sure. I moved in the way and the presence immediately backed off.

Yeah, they could definitely feel me too.

I ducked around a tent, moving as fast as I could without outright running, and the sensation kept giving ground. Twice more it tried to circle around me, but as soon as I got in the way the presence folded.

How long we played this game of cat and mouse I wasn’t sure; night had fallen not long after we began, and the smoke from the fires made it hard to get a good look at the moon. What had begun as nerve-racking and a little exciting had since turned tedious, but I gritted my teeth and did it anyway. I wasn’t going to let them away just because it was slow and boring to run them down.

It was a grind to force them somewhere I’d be able to see them, but as long as I remained calm and methodical it was also just a matter of time. I cut off the attempts to flee, again and again, and slowly pushed them toward the edge of the camp. There were fewer fires out here, but that was fine: I saw better in the dark than any human should.

I felt the presence pause as it neared the open ground of the plains around Summerholm, and a feral smile stretched my lips. Nowhere left to run. I put a spring to my step and moved toward the now-still claimant, slipping between tents as quickly as I could to make sure they wouldn’t have time to try to slip away to the sides.

The presence in my mind snuffed itself out.

Surprise nearly made me stumble, but I caught myself on a tent pole at the last moment. My hand drifted to my sword, and with a sinking feeling I realized that I hadn’t been the only one with a plan tonight: Here I now was, far away from any witnesses and alone in the dark with my sword and the dawning sense that I’d been played. I wasn’t running them down, I thought, I was being baited. And I’d fallen for it like a farmer buying magic beans, which added insult to the very real risk of injury.

“Shit,” I muttered, “I had no idea we could do that.”

We could hide from the others? If I’d had any idea, I would have realized this was a fucking trap. Too late for whining now, though. I drew my sword and wished I’d brought my shield with me, even if it would have made me stick out like a sore thumb. The tents surrounding me had seemed like nothing more than irritants getting in my way, earlier, but now every one of them could be cover for someone wanting to slit my throat. My nice moonlit walk was taking a sinister turn, but I took a deep breath to keep calm. Fear is sloppiness. Fear is the enemy’s mind, drawing blood before his sword. The words stilled my heartbeat, and I let anger flood my veins instead. I might have fallen for my opponent’s trick, but I was not without fangs of my own.

“So,” I called out into the silence. “Are you going to make me wait all night?”

There was no warning except for a flicker of movement at the edge of my sight—the shape moved fast, faster than I’d seen anyone without a Name ever move, but I’d been waiting for it. In a flutter of robes my enemy struck, a scimitar coming low for my leg. I managed to bring my sword down in time, the angle awkward but good enough to stop the edge from scything into my flesh.

I only got a quick look at whoever was attacking me before they leaped behind a tent, ducking out of sight. They wore long dark robes that hid the body shape and some sort of clay mask over the face. Taller than me, but no real way to tell if it was a man or a woman.

My eyes swept the tents around me as I waited, but my enemy did not attack again. Silence fell in their wake. I tightened my grip around the handle of my sword, taking a careful step back as I considered my options. Did I want to turn this into a death match?

I was reluctant at the prospect of killing three strangers for no better reason that it might get me a Name—these weren’t bandits—but this particular stranger did not seem to be overly burdened with the same objections. Taking out one of the contenders early appealed to the fighter in me, as it meant one less person to worry about, but Black had hinted that I was already ahead of the curve when it came to claiming the Name of Squire. Killing one of the claimants on my first night in Summerholm might drive the remaining two to band together against me, and I didn’t know if I could handle that. If that disappearing trick is any indication, they have cards up their sleeves I didn’t even know were in the deck.

They came from behind, this time.

Thank the Heavens for those robes, otherwise I wouldn’t have heard them coming: I turned around and struck blindly, hitting nothing but air but forcing the claimant to move around my swing. The clay mask and its creepy leering rictus looked back at me silently as my opponent struck at my wrist. I got the pommel in the way, but the scimitar slid down and bit into my fingers—I drew back with a curse, kicking them in the crotch but catching only robes as they melted back into the dark.

“Fuck,” I swore again, taking a look at my hand.

It stung like Hells, but the cut wasn’t deep. I wasn’t at any risk of losing the finger. It was bleeding a lot, though, and that was dangerous if left unattended. Worse, it was making my grip slippery. And that’s why we wear gauntlets, Catherine. I suddenly missed the armor I’d been so happy to get out of earlier.

“First blood to you, you silent bastard,” I conceded out loud. “Still, to quote—”

I felt someone moving behind me again and bared my teeth. This time the blade came for my throat, and I ducked under it, burrowing my fist in my opponent’s abdomen with great relish. The pained groan I heard even through the mask was sweeter than any hymn and before they could step back, I slammed the pommel of my sword right in their mask. A chip fell off of the cheek, and they rocked back—after a moment of hesitation the stranger ducked out again before I could press my advantage, barely avoiding the crippling blow I’d aimed at their knee. Cloth fell fluttering into the dirt.

“—to quote a really unpleasant acquaintance of mine, last blood is the only one that matters,” I finished, falling back into a low guard.

I’d wondered why someone who was so intent on surprise would have first struck only after I’d quite literally invited a hit. It was only after they struck the second time that I grasped why: The robes made noise when they moved too fast, so they’d taken advantage of the sound of my voice to cover it. It had made the third strike easy to predict, though I doubted the trick would work again.

I checked my hand, grimacing when I saw blood was soaking my grip and dripping to the ground.

This went on for too long; time was not on my side. All right, the time for subtlety is done. It’s never been my strong suit anyway. If my enemy was using the place we were in to their advantage, then there was an obvious solution: Break the goddamn place.

I kicked the stakes keeping together the tent closest to me, ignoring the angry yells that came from inside as it fell, and cut through the rope holding up the one next to it.

They got what I was after immediately, and fell on me before I could bring down a third. I slapped aside the scimitar coming for my kidney with the flat of my sword, moving in close. I suspected they might be better with a sword, but they were a shit brawler.

The masked claimant tried to push me back, but to my delight I discovered I was stronger than them: When I shoved back they stumbled, immediately giving ground as I pursued. From the corner of my eye I saw people coming out of the tents, faces turning from angry to fearful the moment they saw people with swords in hand.

An older man grabbed his daughter by the hand and legged it, which brought a pleased smile to my face. They were getting legionaries, most likely, and those would side with me over my opponent. The stranger must have thought the same, because they stopped backing away and returned on the offensive. They wanted to finish it quickly.

I knew how to deal with them now, though. You can’t handle me at close range, friend. See how that works out for you? I kept pushing forward, watching for the blade and driving my opponent into tents as they tried to put a little distance between us so the curved blade could be swung properly. There was a reason scimitars were mostly used by horsemen.

My opponent had to keep an eye on me even as they stepped back, though, and after a bit the inevitable happened: they tripped over a stake. That was the opening I’d been waiting for—the point of my blade missed the throat, the claimant desperately wriggling on the ground, but slid into their shoulder.

I was forced to step back by a wild swing of the scimitar and my opponent scrambled to his feet, but I laughed: Now the both of us were bleeding, and that wound was a lot worse than mine.

“Cow,” the stranger hissed in Maniram.

The voice was distinctly male. He hadn’t said cow, exactly—the actual word he’d used meant bull’s daughter, though the meaning was the same. Very roundabout language, Maniram.

“Goat-husband,” I replied cheerfully in the same tongue, drawing on the extensive repertoire of insults Captain and Lieutenant Abase had been teaching me when Black wasn’t paying attention.

His fingers touched the wound and came back red: I raised an eyebrow when he used the blood to trace a line across the clay mask.

“That was impressively creepy,” I admitted.

He only had the one bit, but you had to respect the commitment.

“This isn’t over,” the boy hissed.

Weeping Heavens, why did villains always say shit like that before trying to run away? It was the Baron all over again. He might as well have sent me a written warning he was about to flee. He turned to make his escape, but I wasn’t about to allow that: I drew my knife and tossed it at his back, and though it was a fine throw, the damn thing got caught in his swirling robes. The steel cut cloth and nothing else.

He ran for it, and our very dramatic confrontation turned into a very ridiculous foot race in the dark.

Now and then he tried to duck around a tent and do the melting-in-shadows trick he’d pulled on me during the fight, but it seemed to fail if I had an eye on him while he was doing it. He was trying to get back toward the crowd, where he’d be able to lose me, but that was harder when I knew exactly what he was trying to do. He must not have known the layout of the tent city much better than I did, because our little race took an unexpected turn when he took a left into an alley that ended into a stone wall—a storehouse of the Ninth Legion.

He slowed when he realized he’d run into a dead end, turning to face me. I could see him pant through his robes, the red stain on his shoulder soaking the dark fabric further with every breath. I was in better shape, though not by much. It’d been a while since I’d done so much running.

“Well,” I gasped out, catching my breath. “I was aiming for a talk, but I suppose stabbing you in a dark alley will have to do. In all fairness, you started it.”

I brought up my sword into a guard and slowly strode forward. People were at their most dangerous when cornered, I knew, so I stepped lightly. Barely three feet in front of me, a small clay cylinder landed in the dirt—there was a fuse on the tip of it, nearly done burning. The children’s rhyme drifted to the surface of my thoughts almost mockingly: Brightsticks blind, and none too kind.

“Shit,” I cursed feelingly, closing my eyes just before it blew.

Looking straight into the flash was a good way never to see anything again, and even through my closed pupils the explosion light was horribly painful. Colors swam in my eyes, and all I could think of was that I hadn’t seen the masked bastard throwing anything, but I knew of at least one person with access to goblin munitions with a vested interest in seeing the both of us dead—I turned so that I’d have a tent at my back, refusing to give my ambusher a clear shot at me even as I faced the new threat.

Only, I heard two sets of steps coming down the alley, not a single hero, and when my vision cleared there were two people looking back at me. One was a goblin, the strangest-looking I’d ever seen: There was not a speck of green on her skin, all of the flesh bared by her chain mail a shade of dark red, nearly orange. Next to her a tall Sanke girl with a white veil over her face was eyeing me curiously, a long spear propped up against her shoulder. It looked like a bridal veil to me, but she was no Callowan; to the Sanke, white was the color of death.

I felt the masked jackass move behind me, and my eyes flicked back to him, my sword rising.

“Now that we have your attention,” the goblin said. “Why don’t we all have a nice little talk?”

I didn’t need to reach for my Name to know who those two were: It looked like the competition had wanted to meet me too.


Chapter fifteen
Menace
[image: ]


“Threats are useless unless you have previously committed the level of violence you are threatening to use. Make examples of the enemies you cannot control so those that you can will be cowed. This is the foundation of ruling.”
- Extract from the personal memoirs of Dread Emperor Terribilis II

“Do not get between me and my prey, fools,” the masked man growled.

“Are you really trying to talk trash after running away from me for, like, half an hour?” I gaped. “I only hit your head once; your brains can’t possibly be that scrambled.”

The tall girl with the spear smirked. “Now, now, it’s not his fault—desert vagrants are born with only half a mind,” she contributed.

I tried not to look too obviously amused. Apparently the Miezan occupation hadn’t done as much to curb the age-old distaste between Sanke and Taghreb as some of my books had implied.

“Humans,” the red goblin sneered. It was an impressive sneer, even compared to the un-mourned Governor Kojo’s. I just bet she’d practiced it in front of a mirror. “You can get back to your games after we’re done talking.”

“Let’s not be hasty, Chider,” the Sanke replied. “Getting rid of the vermin is not without appeal.”

Well, that had gone downhill fast. I could sympathize with wanting to mock some of your fellow countrymen—I did know a lot of jokes about people from Southpool—but she seemed to genuinely believe what she’d just said. Right, Praesi. Their civil wars made ours look like children’s squabbles.

With a sigh I sheathed my sword, still keeping an eye on the masked wonder.

“Considering you just threw a brightstick at us—which, by the way, rude—it might be a good idea to move before legionaries come to have a look,” I suggested.

Someone using goblin munitions after the same had been used in an attempt to assassinate two generals would lead to all kinds of attention. Probably not the kind that’d cost me, but I was beginning to get curious about what it was these two wanted. They were clearly working together, if not acting particularly friendly. That could potentially be a problem for me.

“Assuming the jackass over there is willing to talk at all,” I added as an afterthought, noting my ambusher still had his scimitar in hand.

“We claimed a fire not far from here,” the goblin—Chider, apparently—mentioned, turning red-rimmed eyes to my now-silent opponent. “I offer you the shelter of my fire, stranger.”

The last words she’d spoken in Maniram instead of Lower Miezan, using a very formal phrasing I wasn’t familiar with. My Ecane was a lot better, mostly because I enjoyed speaking it more.

My ambusher’s mask dipped by a fraction, and he slid his scimitar back in its scabbard.

“Speak the words,” the still-nameless Sanke sharply insisted. “Guest right goes both ways.”

The man hissed at her. Quite the charmer, that one. When the spear left her shoulder to point at him, though, he went still. I would have taken a step back to get out of the way if I could, since I was definitely up for a spot of masked-bastard stabbing. The goblin was still a wild card, though. She had a haversack slung over her shoulder, and I’d bet piglets to rubies that there was nastier stuff than brightsticks waiting under the leather.

“Fine,” he spat. “I take shelter in your fire, hearth-keeper.”

“That’s better,” the veiled girl smiled, her teeth barely visible through the sheer fabric.

The gaze turned on me, the demand silent but firm, and I repeated the words he’d said. It would be a bad position to be the only one not under guest rights.

“Are we done with the posturing yet?” I pressed. “Because we really need to get the Hells out of here if we don’t want to spend the rest of the night in Legion custody.”

“A Callowan that speaks sense,” Chider commented. “Now I’ve seen everything.”

What was it with goblins and insulting me? Did I smell in a way that pissed them off?

“Wow,” I retorted with a hard smile, “a mouthy goblin. Never seen one of those before.”

The Sanke unconvincingly tried to turn her snicker into a cough. Chider shot her a disgusted look and strode away. Definitely not friends, then, just allies of circumstance. Good, it would have been tricky to deal with if they were intent on sticking together. I had, after all, already stabbed my only other prospective ally.

I made to follow the goblin, carefully keeping my distance from the man in question. The tall girl waited for me, offering her arm to clasp when I got close enough.

“Tamika,” she said, introducing herself as I grasped it.

“Catherine,” I replied. “So what’s all this about, anyway? I thought this whole thing was supposed to involve a lot more fights to the death and a lot less talking.”

Tamika shrugged. “The goblin wants to have a meeting before we dance the dance. I see no reason to refuse her.”

She was pretty cordial, for someone who’d just casually said she wanted to kill me. Sadly, I was pretty sure she’d just set the tone for the rest of the coming conversation.

Chider’s fire was not far.

She was already sitting on a stone beside it, prodding the burning wood with a long branch—our arrival was welcomed by a fresh new rendition of her earlier sneer, though this time she didn’t bother to insult me. This was, I guessed, as close to friendly as she was going to get.

I claimed a stone for myself, taking a moment to have a look at my wounded finger while everybody settled down. The bleeding had stopped, though I had a feeling flexing my hand would tear the cut back open. I’d need to have it looked at if I didn’t want it to go bad. Unless a Name means you can’t take sick anymore, I mused. I’ve certainly never heard of a hero laid low by fever, not unless the wound was cursed. I was still a few steps away from being Named, though—at least three—so I was definitely headed to a healer later.

“So I hear you’re the one who arranged all this,” I addressed Chider when the silence got too heavy. “Well, I’m here and I’m listening. Your move.”

The red-skinned goblin prodded the fire one last time before throwing the branch in. “There’s a hero in Summerholm,” she said, to the surprise of no one around the fire. “That means we have a way of solving our… dispute that does not involve killing each other.”

Tamika made the same weird clicking sound with her tongue that Lieutenant Abase sometimes did. “Hunting a hero is not something undertaken lightly,” she said. “Besides, there are people in the city with better claim to that life than us.”

“If you mean the Black Knight,” I said, “then I’m pretty sure he’d approve of us taking care of the problem.”

There was a moment of perfect silence as all three of them turned to stare at me.

“Then it is true,” the masked man said. “You came here with the Carrion Lord.”

I straightened my back, meeting them stare for stare. “Rumors move fast around here,” I replied, declining to actually confirm the assumption.

From the way Chider’s eyes narrowed at the words, that’d not escaped her notice.

“Spilling each other’s blood will only weaken the Empire,” the goblin said. “This is a better way.”

“Spilling the blood of the weak can only strengthen the Tower,” the masked man retorted immediately, tone contemptuous.

“That’s an interesting thing to say, considering you’re the one who’s bled the most,” I noted.

I felt a smile tugging at my lips. This… it felt right, in a way it hadn’t in Peren Woods. I wasn’t facing an entire crew of bandits and a villain decades my elder anymore. I was facing peers, people who were a match for me but not my superior. I could do this. I could win this.

His hand drifted toward his scimitar, but before he could reach it Tamika cleared her throat.

“Guest rights,” she reminded him in a very friendly tone.

The man scoffed, but after a moment he backed down. Proud, then, but not completely a fool. Just mostly.

“What’s your name, anyway?” I asked. “The things I want to call you won’t cut it in polite company.”

“Rashid,” he told us, as grudgingly as if I’d asked for his firstborn. “Remember it, for when the devils ask you who sent you to the Gods Below.”

“I’m Catherine, in case you hadn’t overheard,” I told Chider, ignoring the man. “So you want us to make a pact, then. A truce until one of us manages to get the hero?”

“Precisely,” the goblin replied. “I do not ask for your cooperation, merely that you stay out of my way.”

“I could agree to that,” I mused. “Seems pointless to have a go at each other when there’s someone out there who wants all of us dead. Tamika?”

The Sanke rolled her spear between the palms of her hands, face expressionless. “It would be a worthy test of my skills, to measure myself against a hero rather than one of you,” she finally said. “This truce would extend no further than the death of our common enemy, yes?”

I wasn’t exactly happy that the dark-skinned girl was looking for a loophole before she’d even agreed to the terms, but it was still better than nothing. It wasn’t like I hadn’t been intending to watch my back the whole time anyway.

“Is that a yes, human?” Chider probed her.

Tamika shrugged. “I accept those terms. May the Gods devour whoever breaks them.”

Everyone’s eyes turned to Rashid. It was irritating that the mask prevented me from reading his expression, but I supposed that was rather the point of wearing it in the first place.

“This was a waste of my time,” the man replied with undisguised scorn. “I will hunt this hero, but you are all my enemy.”

He rose to his feet, robes yet stained red.

“We have unfinished business, Callowan,” he said in a tone that he probably thought passed for sinister. “We will see each other again; I promise you that.”

I sighed as I watched him stalk away into the night.

My fingers clenched around the hilt of my sword as I considered whether or not I should follow him. We were more or less done here, and the idea of just letting the bastard go didn’t sit right. I’d already killed people for worse reasons than those he’d given me, and his wound had to have weakened him. I might not get an occasion like this again.

I was about to politely take my leave when I saw the two others staring me down.

“I know what you are thinking.” Tamika smiled pleasantly. “Do not.”

“You’re not the one he wants to stab in the back,” I replied. “Why would you get a voice in this?”

“Because if you don’t sign onto the truce either, there is no point in attempting it,” Chider said. “And you have already proved more dangerous than he.”

My jaw clenched in anger. We were still under guest rights, so neither of them would strike against me here. If I went to pursue Rashid, though? Then I’d left that protection behind. I glanced at Tamika to gauge her intentions, but I only glimpsed a toothy smile through her veil. She’d back Chider, I assessed. Why wouldn’t she? Rashid had a worse wound than I did, so if they joined hands to kill me they were in a strong position afterward. I forced my expression to loosen as I weighed my options carefully.

Chider I thought I could handle, if I managed to get up close fast enough. She’d think twice about using munitions if the both of us were in their range. Tamika was the one who gave me pause—spears weren’t a weapon I was all that familiar with, and the comfortable way Tamika carried hers suggested a degree of familiarity that was very, very dangerous. I might have risked it if I had a shield, but I didn’t, and my hand was wounded besides.

Pick your fights, Catherine. Letting Rashid go was a danger, but getting into it with the other claimants on grounds I hadn’t picked while hurt was even more of one.

“I’ll join your truce, and I won’t pursue this once,” I conceded. “But only this once—he’s after me, and I see no reason to hold back from ending that threat.”

“Acceptable terms,” Tamika replied, inclining her head. “I am content.”

Chider only grunted. That’d do, I thought. So long as the three of us were under truce until the hero was dead, I should be able to handle our friend Rashid. It wasn’t like he wasn’t going to stick out like a sore thumb going around Summerholm in robes and a fucking mask. So long as I didn’t wander into any dark alleys there was only so much he could do.

With a polite nod I took my leave of the other claimants, leaving them to the fire as I began the long walk back to the Sixth Legion’s camp.

Might as well grab some sleep before the second round came calling.

By the time I got to the camp’s gates, I was in a thoughtful mood.

If you’d told me back in Laure that I would be making a truce with a Praesi and a goblin until one of us could kill a Callowan hero, I would have laughed. Now that I wasn’t in the middle of the fight anymore, that my blood has cooled, I could look at what it was I was getting into, and I wasn’t sure I liked what I saw. I didn’t regret becoming a Squire claimant, I still wanted the Name, but I’d not quite grasped the fights I would be picking when I did.

That out here, for every Kojo I helped hang I would kill a dozen Callowans.

I’d known that, in principle. And it wasn’t killing a hero who was likely to ultimately get a lot of people killed for nothing that was making me balk. But that hero, he wouldn’t be alone would he? There’d be partisans with him, men and women not unlike the Foxtails I’d bargained to have spared. I was beginning to truly understand the nature of the quiet war I would fight on Black’s behalf. How to get where I needed to be, it would take years of killing people that deep down I sympathized with—whose cause spoke to me, even as I knew it to be doomed.

And beyond that, it troubled me even more that I was still did not know what the Carrion Lord actually wanted from me. Everyone kept telling me he’d never taken an apprentice and it’d seemed like he never would, so why had he changed his mind? And why, of all people, had he chosen me? The Black Knight saw uncomfortably deep in my ambitions sometimes, so he had to know there no place for a man like him in the kind of Callow I want to make.

Why he was he keeping me around, teaching me all these things, when I’d as good as admitted I wanted to take an axe to imperial authority in Callow?

There was an angle at play I wasn’t seeing, and that knowledge was eating away at my confidence. When the time did come that I grasped his plan, if I had not prepared for it there would be no victory but the one Black desired. And I did not feel ready, not in the slightest. I needed, well, power. Not in the sense of a Name, though getting a Name was a way to obtain it.

Being raised in Laure had taught me it wasn’t Gods or bloodlines that ran the world: it was steel. Kojo had robbed the city raw because he had the steel for it, and then Black had killed the governor because he had the better steel. If I wanted to ever be more than an afterthought tacked on to my teacher, I needed steel of my own: soldiers and the right to command them.

As a Named in service of the Tower, I would have a right to a retinue of my own, but as Black’s apprentice I would not have the coin to arm or keep it. I might not for years, and the thought of continuing to kill on the Carrion Lord’s behalf while waiting for an opportunity to simply fall into my lap tasted… vile. That meant I needed the Legions of Terror, or more reasonably a legion’s worth of those soldiers.

The issue, though, was that even if I did become the Squire, there really wasn’t a need for Black to grant me such a command. Not even in a few years when I’d earned a little more trust—as much as the Carrion Lord could trust anyone. The Empire was, broadly speaking, at peace. Why give me such authority if there was no need for it? No, my best chance at a position of real power was being granted soldiers to deal with a problem, and my problem was there wasn’t one for me to solve right now.

I needed a crisis, and to be sent to end it.

But I wasn’t even who I’d pick for that kind of a fight right now, much less someone the Tower might entertain. I was not fit to command a legion, not really. I needed to prepare, to learn the methods that had conquered Callow: their strengths and weaknesses, where there was plate and where the soft underbelly hid. I needed to learn how to pass as one of them, so that when trouble did come, the soldiers would see me as one of their own. Someone to be loyal to.

And, absurdly enough, that was exactly what Black was teaching me through our lessons: the languages, the histories, the enmities.

He had to know what he was doing. Did he want me to swallow imperial ways one mouthful at a time until I was just a Praesi with Tiraithe coloring? I couldn’t buy that. The lessons he taught me… they didn’t shy away from criticizing the Empire—its mistakes and hypocrisies, its many atrocities. But maybe that was part of the game also, to lead me halfway into the house so I could neither come in nor leave. To make me into a tool to keep Callow in the fold: one of their own, with the power of a Name backing her. Only that power would be bound to the Tower, and I would never be able to pull too far on the leash.

It sent a shiver up my spine, that he could have thought that far ahead. That I had no trouble believing he might have.

I was allowed into the Sixth’s camp without any trouble, the sergeant in charge informing me that I’d been expected. I had a bed waiting for me in Black’s pavilion, next to the barracks where the Blackguards had been settled. It was a quick walk, and I wasted no time wandering. Now that I wasn’t stuck in a tense stand-off with people who might or might not want to kill me, tiredness was catching up to me. Not exhaustion—my body moved just as surely as it had when the sun was up—but I could feel my focus wane.

The pavilion the sergeant had mentioned stood out from the surrounding tents by sheer size, impossible to mistake. No cloth for this one, though, only heavy flaps made of leather. There was a light lit inside, and I was about to enter when I felt something pulse in the back of my head.

The fourth feeling, the strange one. How had I not noticed earlier? I must have been more tired than I’d thought.

“Curiosity was enough to earn you an audience, Heiress,” I heard my teacher say. “Now kindly cease wasting my time.”

I peeked through an opening in the leather. Black was leaning back in a chair, the usual glass of wine in hand as he sat across from a Sanke girl. She was, I thought, strikingly beautiful. She couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than me, but her skin was smooth and flawless. I couldn’t see her eyes from where I stood, but I could make out high aristocratic cheekbones and elegantly styled eyebrows. The riding leathers she wore were dyed in red and gold, perfectly tailored to fit an hourglass figure I could only envy. With those long legs and eye-catching curves, she was a serious contender for the most stunning girl I’d ever seen.

It took a moment for what the green-eyed man had called her to sink in. Heiress. I could feel the capitalized letter on the tip of my tongue, bearing that strange weight spoken Names always did. There was simply no way I was going to interrupt this, not if they hadn’t noticed me. I was in no way above eavesdropping on a potential enemy, which I was pretty sure this Heiress was.

The girl in question lounged in her seat with all the elegant laziness of a large cat, her sipping at her own goblet doing little to hide the way she was studying Black.

“I’ve looked into her, this student of yours,” Heiress said. “She does have potential, true, but you cannot deny I have more.”

Black was smiling, the same as he always did when at his most dangerous. From the sudden wariness in the Sanke’s body language, she was just as aware of that as I was.

“Can’t I?” he replied, tone sardonic.

“She is a nobody. A Laure orphan with a reputation as a brawler and nothing else to her name. There are thousands like her all over Callow,” she replied, a hint of frustration creeping into her voice.

Hey, that was a little much. I wasn’t some kind of exceptional talent, sure, but there was a little more to me than a reputation as a brawler.

“I am, inarguably, smarter than her,” Heiress continued. “I know how the Empire works, and I have held command in battle. I led the troops that suppressed—”

“The incursion into your mother’s lands last year, I am aware,” Black interrupted. “You show promise as a commander, though I note you never attended the College.”

“Neither did you,” Heiress retorted.

She met his eyes squarely, and I had to give her points for guts, if nothing else. Now would be a good time to tell her that she’s not actually smarter than me, I silently urged him, not bothering to repress my scowl. Any moment now.

“Catherine shows promise in other ways,” he said instead.

I was going to have to take some kind of petty vengeance on him for, wasn’t I? Seriously, he could have put a little more enthusiasm into that reply. I didn’t think it likely he’d give me the boot and take Heiress under his wing instead—he’d already invested too much in me, whatever his reasons—but this was turning out to be a remarkably one-sided debate.

“Enough to justify passing over all the things I can bring to the table that she cannot?” Heiress challenged.

Black’s smile widened ever so slightly as he leaned forward, the atmosphere in the room shifting instantly.

“They have trained you well,” he murmured, voice smooth as silk. “Just enough insolence to pique my interest; self-confident without stretching into the arrogance I so dislike in nobles.”

Heiress’s eyes widened for a heartbeat, and then her face went perfectly blank.

“Lord, I—”

“Am not nearly as good at this game as you seem to think you are?” Black asked, and the words rang of steel. “Did you think it was the first time the Credents tried this? That they had never before sent one of theirs with a little talent my way?”

The dark-skinned girl went still, and my teacher’s smile turned ugly. I let out a shaky breath, feeling the weight of his Name suffocating the tent even from where I stood. Weeping Heavens, I am never going to get used to that.

“No one rules forever, Lord Black,” Heiress managed through gritted teeth, the white of her eyes showing as she pushed through the terror permeating the tent. “And you may have beaten the Heir back when you were the Squire, but she is not you—and I am not him.”

He laughed.

“Go home, girl,” he said. “Weave your plots and marshal your soldiers. And when you do, remind your mother of the last time we crossed paths—that spike over the gates of Ater is still missing a head, and I am ever a patient man.”

Heiress stood, back ramrod straight, and strode away with barely veiled fury. I hurried away from the flaps as quietly as I could, stepping into the shadows a moment before she crossed. The Sanke paused just outside the tent, casting a cold look around her. Her gaze passed over the spot where I’d hid without pausing, though, which I took to mean it was too dark for her to see me.

Silently, I reached for my knife—I didn’t remember picking it up after that throw, but surely I must have. Would Black stop me, if I moved to slice open her throat from behind? I bet he wouldn’t. But even as I eyed her, my gaze caught on a thin chain of gold around her neck I’d not noticed earlier, half-hidden as it was by the cut of her leathers. The jewelry I cared little for, but woven inside the golden links I saw a gold bead with symbols carved on its surface. She has enchanted items on her, I thought. Fuck. And if she had one visible, how many did she keep hidden? Suddenly I did not fancy my chances so much, even striking her from behind.

A heartbeat later she was on the move again, and I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.

I waited for her to be entirely out of sight before entering. Black was still in his chair, looking irritatingly unsurprised to see me enter.

“Let’s skip the part where you reveal you knew I was eavesdropping the whole time,” I sighed. “I’m not in the mood for smugness.”

“As you wish,” he mused. “Wise of you to listen in; a very talented girl, Heiress. You will need all the advantages you can get.”

“If you really think she’s all that, why did you pick me to be your Squire?” I asked, claiming the same seat she’d been in.

He poured himself another cup of wine, raising an eyebrow to silently ask if I wanted the same. I shrugged in agreement—the taste was growing on me, though I doubted I’d ever drink it by the barrel the way so many Praesi did. It had not lost any of its surreal novelty to have the Black Knight himself pouring me wine.

“You are taking this as a criticism of your abilities,” he noted. “You should not. Heiress—Akua Sahelian, for that is her name—has been tutored in everything from politics to war from the time she could walk. That she is more competent than you is a reflection of her privilege, not of your own faculties.”

Sahelian. I’d heard that surname before: House Sahelian ruled Wolof, one of the High Seats. One of the most powerful, too.

I took a sip from the cup he handed me, wondering whether or not I should press forward. What the Hells, why not? What did I have to lose?

“It would be easier for you to train someone who’s already been taught those things, though,” I pointed out. “I’ll be playing catch up for a while.”

“That she has already been taught is not a point in her favor,” Black replied.

That seemed like a good thing, until I put another moment’s thought into it.

“So you’re sticking with me because I’m what… more malleable?” I scowled. “Easier to manipulate?”

He sighed. “I will address this once, because I doubt you would have brought it up if you had not already been thinking it,” he said. “I will not lie to you, Catherine, or deceive you.”

I was about to object, but he raised his hand, and I paused, frowning at the way that I had actually paused.

“Not out of a sense of misguided honor,” he continued, “but simply because it would be foolish in the long run. It’s the way these stories go, you see—if I deceive you, you will inevitably find out I did at the worst possible moment and then avenge yourself in a way that will lead to my demise. The number of my predecessors who died because they failed to learn that simple, easy lesson is staggering.”

If he’d tried to sell me that he would never stoop so low or that the bond between teacher and pupil was something sacred I wouldn’t have trusted a word of it, but this sort of… enlightened selfishness? Yeah, I could buy that. The more I spoke to Black, the more I began to understand that everything he did he thought of in terms of costs and benefits.

“I’m glad you recognize I’m smart enough for that, at least,” I muttered peevishly, still not willing to let that particular gripe go anytime soon.

He drummed his fingers on the table in response to that, and from the look on his face it seemed like I’d actually managed to irritate him. In a twisted way, that felt like a victory.

“Petulance is a bad habit,” he said. “She had to be smarter than you to survive. The courts of Praes are some of the most dangerous places on Calernia, short of actual battlefields. Three years ago, the High Lordship of Obon changed hands eight times in the span of three days—all of them through assassination. Heiress’s mother is a brilliant woman in her own right, one who managed to survive Malicia’s ascension to power without loss of influence while openly supporting the opposing faction. Her every move, her every word, is measured—underestimate her even for a moment, and she will have your throat slit without batting an eyelash.”

I would have liked to dispute that, but I couldn’t help but remember the cold look in Heiress’s eyes when she’d left the tent. I’d won enough fights by being underestimated that it wouldn’t do to forget how costly a mistake that could be. All right, then. Tread carefully around her. People don’t get Names by picking out flower arrangements, and hers does have an ominous ring to it. I responded to Black’s sharp gaze by a nod, and he seemed satisfied I’d been properly cautioned.

“You still haven’t told me why you picked me,” I finally said.

The dark-haired man gazed at his cup, swirling the wine in it with a slow flick of the wrist. “I’m told you never made friends with anyone at the orphanage,” he replied. “Why is that?”

“I, uh… what?” I blurted out.

Well, he wasn’t wrong, but to hear it put like that was a little mortifying. It was worse than when Captain had given me a pitying gaze back in Laure, because he was so matter of fact about it. Like it was writ in stone that I had been friendless, beyond mortal doubt.

“I never really had much in common with them,” I admitted. “I don’t think they were wrong to want the things they wanted, but I just… didn’t. It was frustrating, the way they didn’t understand why I was like I am, so after a while I stopped trying.”

And after I closed that door, when I stopped talking about what my ambitions and started keeping secret how I went about seeking them—the Rat’s Nest, the Pit, the sword lessons—eventually they stopped trying too.

“And it angered you, didn’t it?” he quietly asked. “That they just wouldn’t get it, no matter how many times you tried to explain.”

I shrugged with affected nonchalance, trying not to show how close to home he’d hit. And he was right, Gods help me. It still stung, the way they’d looked at me like I was insane when I’d said I wanted to change things. That I wanted to become someone who could make sure no one like Kojo ever got as powerful as the governor had been. I used to think that I just wasn’t articulate enough, that if I’d found the right words maybe I could have bridged the gap I could feel myself creating between us, but as I got older I stopped believing that. Even I could admit there were some walls out there I couldn’t ram my way through.

“They never understand,” he murmured. “Even if they love you, they never quite understand.” He looked almost sad, and for the first time since I’d met him I could believe he was as old as he was supposed to be. “I chose you because I remember what it’s like, that feeling in your stomach when you look at the world around you and you know you could do better. That if you had the authority and the power, you wouldn’t make the mistakes you see the people who have it make.”

He took a long drink of wine.

“Is it madness to get frustrated when they do not see the things that seem so obvious to you? I truly don’t know. Gods know I have been called mad often enough, and I’m sure in time you will be called the same.”

He met my eyes with a sardonic smile.

“The things Heiress knows, you can learn. You will learn. But the indignation you have boiling under your skin? That’s not something that can be taught. And it’s exactly why you’ll beat her, when the time comes.”

He set down his cup.

“Go to sleep, Catherine,” he said, rising to his feet. “Tomorrow will be a long day.”


Chapter sixteen
Sucker Punch
[image: ]


“Ha! And I bet you didn’t even see it coming!”
—Dread Emperor Traitorous the First

I took a sip from my tankard, and it was an effort not to make a face. The Rat’s Nest might have been a dump, but at least they didn’t water down their ale. The tavernkeeper here didn’t share Harrion’s qualms.

It’d taken most of yesterday for me to find what I needed—namely a tavern cheap enough for someone of my means but still seeing enough traffic to be worth my time—but I’d stumbled into one that was right in the sweet spot. The Lost Crown was a wooden tavern raised on older stone foundations, and it was a breeding ground for discontent if I’d ever seen one.

Evening Bell hadn’t rung yet—we were closer to the seventh hour than eighth—but the common room was more than half full, and not a single person inside had come without a weapon. All of them were Callowans, most over forty, and quite a few had scars. Not the kind you got in the back-alley fights but the kind you got when someone had done their level best to kill you and barely come up short.

If half these people hadn’t been in the Royal Guard during the Conquest, I would eat my own boots.

I could only be grateful that the purse Scribe sent me off with was full of Marchford silvers because if I’d used denarii here, I would have gotten my throat slit before the night was out.

My presence drew mistrustful glares, of course, but not as many as you’d think. Though the sight of a girl my age with a weapon as good as my sword was enough to warrant cautious looks, I did have an advantage: I was of Tiraithe coloring, and when had the duchy ever made truce with the enemy?

Callowan children were raised on stories about the unflinching brown-cloaked wardens, of the fortresses they’d raised at the border of the Grass March to stem the tide of the orc clans. Of the way they hunted marauders all way back to the steppes when they dared to come in sight of the walls.

The way Duchess Kegan of Tirglas had bent the knee in the wake of the Conquest hadn’t been enough to ruin the reputation. Everyone had knelt; the part people remembered was that the duchy was the only part of Callow where no imperial governors ruled. Tirglas was as a kingdom within the kingdom, and though it paid tribute to the Tower, even the Legions trod lightly that far up north. The last of free Callow, whispers called it.

“You want me to top that off?” the tavernkeeper said suddenly, jarring me out of my thoughts.

Toothless Tom was a balding, gregarious man. His name was an exaggeration; he still had most of his molars, though admittedly some of them were chipped. He’d taken an orc’s war hammer to the face at the Fields, as he’d been eager to tell me.

“Lucky I had my shield up,” he’d confided, “otherwise I’d be called Headless Tom. and my idiot brother would have gotten the tavern.”

The place had been called the Guard’s Rest, once, but Tom had changed the name when he’d come from the war. That a man who’d been at the battle where Callow’s royal line was broken decided to call his tavern the Lost Crown made it perfectly clear where his sympathies lay.

“No,” I replied. “Want to keep my head clear. Got a question for you, though.”

The older man raised an eyebrow. “That so?” he said, tone mild.

“I’m looking for work. My purse is getting a bit empty.”

He shrugged. “I ain’t hiring, though some of the taverns by the walls are.”

“Not that kind of work. I’m looking for a ring.”

He shot me a considering look. “There’s one under the Lucky Pilgrim. It ain’t that hard to find.”

“I’ve already been,” I admitted.

It wasn’t a lie. I’d gone for a look earlier in the day. Bigger place than the Pit had ever managed to become, with a court under the tavern itself where people went at each other with fists and weapons. It wasn’t the kind of place I needed, however.

“Lots of greenskins in the crowd,” I said after a moment.

Now that got his attention.

I drank to hide how nervous I felt. I’d never been the best of liars, so I’d decided to stick to the truth as much as possible. If I got caught, though…

There were a lot of former soldiers in the crowd around me. If they decided I was a Praesi spy my odds of getting out with all my innards on the inside weren’t great.

“What’d you do in Laure, Cat?”

I’d not used a fake name when I introduced myself. What would be the point? Catherine Foundling wasn’t someone anybody knew about.

“Served drinks when I could,” I said. “Fought in a ring when I couldn’t.”

“You’re a little young for that.”

“I didn’t do sword work,” I told him. “Fists, against boys and girls. Was offered by Booker to move up against adults or blades, but I left before deciding.”

“Your parents must have been proud,” the balding man said with a snort.

“I’m an orphan,” I dryly reminded him.

The older man winced, then gave me a largely toothless smile of apology. “Foundling, right,” he said, but his eyes turned sharp. “Raised in one of them imperial orphanages, then.”

“Didn’t stop fucking Kojo from robbing us,” I replied, a tad sharply.

I met his stare with a glare, refusing to back down, and after a moment his gaze softened.

“No offense meant, kid,” he said.

“None taken,” I grunted back.

A moment of silence passed, and he filled my tankard, even though I’d said no, as close to an apology as he cared to give.

“Why’d you leave, if you were doing so well?” Tom idly asked.

A little too idly, I decided.

“Kojo’s cut of the take kept getting bigger, and mine kept shrinking,” I groused. “I heard things were better here.”

“Lot more greenskins here than in the capital,” the innkeeper pointed out.

“Lot more veterans, too.”

The balding man chewed on that for some time, eyeing me all the while. “I might know of a place,” he said, finally. “Ain’t exactly a ring, but close enough.”

I raised an eyebrow. “It pays?”

The tavernkeeper offered me a toothless smile. “In more ways than one. You’ll need to strip first, though. With my daughter in the room.”

I kept my face straight, but inside I was grinning like a fool. It had been a gamble to try to get my foot in the door on the second day, but it seemed to have paid off: he’d told me to go strip so I might be inspected for the tattoo of the lidless eye, the mark of Eyes of the Empire.

Not that it meant much, as Black had since told me.

I was glad to have pushed my luck, as I couldn’t have kept this game up here for more than another day before moving on. I could still feel the other claimants in the city, and the longer I waited the further ahead they got in their own hunts.

More than that, I had a liability to worry about that neither Chider nor Tamika did. The masked idiot hadn’t made a repeat appearance yet, but how long could that possibly last? Getting into a fight with someone who was so obviously some kind of important Praesi would lead to some pointed questions I didn’t really have answers to. Tom called over his daughter, a slender blonde girl in a conservative blouse who split her time between the kitchen and serving drinks. She had rather striking gray eyes, I noticed. Rare, for a Callowan north of Peren Woods; blue and brown were much more common.

“Elise,” the innkeeper said, leaning in close, “keep an eye on our friend while she changes, eh? She’s going to be joining our cousins for drinks.”

The girl nodded, and steered me toward one of the rooms in the back.

“Lucky you,” Elise said as soon as we were alone. She closed the door behind me. “This is the first meeting since the governor died.”

Governor Laila Zeyad had been slain in her bath about the same time as the goblin munitions had come close to killing the two Praesi generals commanding the Summerholm garrison—and me, wouldn’t do to forget me—so it was pretty clear both attacks had the same perpetrator.

Summerholm had been like a kicked beehive ever since. The Legions were searching shops and houses, not that it was getting them anywhere, and some parts of the city were now restricted. Unlike what our hero might have wished, chaos hadn’t spread; neither would it, so long as Black was here. To my surprise, outside of places like the Lost Crown, people hadn’t exactly been dancing in the streets at the killing.

Laila Zeyad might have come from a family of dark reputation—the ships of the Zeyad of Idrisi had been fighting the Barons of Dormer and raiding southern Callow since anyone could remember—but she’d been well-liked. She’d been good for business, keeping tariffs high enough that Praesi goods couldn’t edge out the local shops but low enough Summerholm merchants could make good coin reselling to Ashenton and Marchford. While there was some talk of raising the rebel banner, most folk of Summerholm were more interested in worrying about whether the next imperial governor would be as capable.

I made a noncommittal noise at Elise’s words, hiding my excitement. A meeting, huh? That sounded promising.

As she watched, I took off my woolen shirt carefully, sliding off the hidden sheath with my knife in it and letting the shirt cover it on the ground. I opened my belt and slipped out of my trousers, dropping them over the shirt, and was about to take off my socks when she raised a hand.

“That’s enough,” she said, taking a step to look at my bare back.

Those pretty eyes of hers, I noted, lingered on my ass longer than was strictly necessary. Or proper. I wouldn’t have minded the attention in other circumstances—she was a comely one, if not exactly my type—but this wasn’t really the time or the place.

I dressed again as soon as she gave me a nod of approval, hiding my discomfort at the way the hidden sheath had come askew. I’d have to adjust it when no one was looking. I shifted my scabbard so it rested comfortably against my hip, rolling my shoulder.

“Nice sword,” Elise mused. “Where’d you get it?”

“It was a gift,” I replied.

She wiggled her eyebrows. “Generous lover?”

I choked. “Oh, Gods no. A teacher, I suppose.”

“He must have liked you. I’ve been meaning to learn how to use one—maybe you should show me how good you’re at handling yours, one of these days,” she said, smiling wickedly.

Ah, Callowan girls. So much more straightforward about our interests than coy Proceran ladies or haughty Free Cities maids. I doubted Elise would be as eager to get me into a dark corner if she knew I intended to ram a sword into the local hero’s belly, but there was no need to draw suspicion by turning her down. Besides, it had been a while for me. Between the Pit and my evenings at the Nest, I hadn’t had much time to pursue the softer things in life—and I doubted that would change anytime soon given how Black loved to pile ever more studies on my shoulders.

“I’m sure that would be quite the evening,” I replied, a smile tugging at my lips.

“Only one way to find out,” Elise said with a smirk before opening the door and striding away into the common room.

I closed the door behind me, pretending not to notice the amused look Tom shot me. There was a man sitting on the stool I’d occupied, studying me without even pretending not to. Late forties, I’d guess, and his thick salt and pepper beard didn’t quite manage to cover the handful of scars adorning his face. His hair was thinning, though there was enough left that it lent him a dignified look.

“You’re Catherine, I take it,” he ground out when I walked up to them.

“That’s me,” I agreed. “And you are?”

“Remaining nameless, even if you don’t have the eye,” the man growled. “This is shite, Tom. Nobody’s vouching for her.”

“We need new blood.” The tavernkeeper spoke in a low voice. “You know how Praesi have been coming down on veterans since the governor got offed. Besides, the boy can have a look at her.”

The boy, I repeated silently. Now wasn’t that interesting? Even if I learned nothing else of worth tonight, that had made my gambit worth it.

“I asked for work,” I told both of them. “Not the keys to your secret whatever the fuck this is.”

The grizzled man spat in his empty mug. “On your head, Toothless,” he finally said. “Come on, girl, we’re going for a walk.”

I smiled at him all pleasant. “Well, since you’re asking so nicely.”

We left through the back of the Lost Crown.

The still-nameless man slapped a younger woman on the shoulder on the way out, and she joined us. She didn’t introduce herself either, cautiously eyeing me through her bangs as she kept a hand on the hilt of the bastard sword at her hip.

Above us, the sky was beginning to darken, so we kept a steady pace. Since the assassination of the governor, curfew was strictly enforced. Anyone out after sundown without the right papers would be arrested, and anyone resisting arrest would be put to the sword without hesitation. The city guard was no longer the force walking the streets: The Sixth Legion ran patrols and the Ninth had occupied all gates.

“So where are we headed?” I asked when the silence became more tedious than tense.

“An old royal smithy,” the woman informed me, rolling her eyes when the man glared at her.

“I thought the Praesi owned that now.” I frowned.

All the royal properties had gone to the Tower after the Conquest, and though some of them had been sold off most remained in the empress’s hands.

“They took the big one, yeah, the one that provided for the Royal Guard,” the swordswoman told me. “But the Legions never bothered with the small ones meant for repairs; they handle their own.”

Ah, that made sense. The Legions of Terror likely weren’t even using the larger smithy, since none of their equipment was made in Callow. It came from the imperial foundries in the south of the Wasteland, in Rana. The point of taking the old source of Royal Guard equipment was likely to make sure it couldn’t be used by rebels, and the smaller smithies probably didn’t warrant more than the occasional patrol to ensure no vagrants set up shop in them.

It wasn’t like you could use them without drawing attention.

In other words, the smaller smithies were a halfway clever place to hold rebel meetings in with the added pleasure of flipping the Tower the finger.

“Enough with the history lesson,” the man growled. “Quiet until we get there.”

The younger woman offered me an apologetic shrug, but she complied.

With conversation dead, I let my eyes wander.

The streets of Summerholm were much different from Laure’s. Unlike Callow’s old capital, which had grown over the years as the wealth and people flowed in from the rest of the kingdom, Summerholm had clearly been designed. The streets were of the same width everywhere, wide enough that bowmen on the walls circling the inner city could have a clear shot at anybody down here. Bastions, now occupied by legionaries, loomed over every chokepoint.

More than once we passed by dead-end streets full of arrow slits, killing fields in the making for any invading army taking a wrong turn.

The Gate of the East had not been made with commerce or industry in mind, for all that it’d grown in wealth after the Conquest; it was more fortress than city, built so that it could be turned into a death trap for the Tower’s armies. The knowledge that, even after twenty years of occupation, the people born in this city likely knew the ins and outs of it better than the Legions ever would did nothing for my peace of mind.

If tonight went south and I had to run out into the streets, I had my doubts I’d be able to shake off pursuers.

“We’re here,” the veteran announced abruptly. “Get in before we’re seen.”

The old royal smithy was nothing spectacular to look at, which I supposed I should have expected. It was the kind of place knights had their horses shoed and their belt buckles repaired, not the cradle of legendary swords. The building was solid, old wood with a metal spike above the door where a sign must have hung at some point. There was none now. The door was unlocked, and the nameless man pushed it open without knocking, the chattier of the pair casting mistrustful looks around the empty street before ducking inside.

I followed her in, squinting as my eyesight adjusted to the poor lighting.

The large cast-iron furnace that took up the better part of the left wall was lit, glowing even though the forge on the other side of the room was dead and cold. An expensive way to light the place.

I followed the more pleasant of my guides as she headed for a room in the back, already hearing the low murmur of conversation.

The area we entered must have served as a stockroom, back when this place was still active; there were empty weapon racks for weapons and armor all over the place, some tipped down to serve as impromptu seats for the two-dozen people occupying the room. I drew a few curious looks when I came in, but nothing like the degree of cautious hostility I’d been expecting.

They only bring people they trust here, I guessed. But if that’s the case, why bring me?

I didn’t think this was a trap, which meant I was missing something.

Like back in the Lost Crown, almost everyone but me were in their forties. There was a roughly even spread between men and women, and though none of them wore armor they all had a blade of some kind.

More importantly, they looked like they know how to use them.

If I wasn’t mistaken, I’d just been brought to a meeting of the Sons of Streges—Black had mentioned they were largely made up of “disaffected veterans.”

I suppressed a triumphant smile, since they were the group I’d been aiming for. The Sons were always going to be the only resistance group I had a real chance of getting in touch with; the other one was made up of former members of the Thieves’ Guild. I had a feeling they’d be both much more secretive and much harder to find.

The bearded man came in after me, scowling at me as he stopped by the door. “Take a seat, girl,” he grunted. “We’ll start when the Swordsman gets here.”

“It’s true, then,” I said, trying to sound surprised. “There’s a hero in Summerholm.”

“You’ll get to meet him soon enough,” the veteran replied. “He’s a perceptive lad, the Lone Swordsman. Caught five spies already. If he says you ain’t one, you ain’t.”

I nodded, keeping my face unconcerned. Shit. Shitshitshit.

Lone Swordsman didn’t sound like the kind of Name that would lend itself to truth-telling, but if he’d already outed agents placed by Black, then he must have a trick of some kind.

I took a deep breath, sitting down on a sideways rack.

If the trick was just that he could tell when someone was lying, then I might be able to talk my way out of this mess. I hadn’t been sent by Black or any imperial authority, technically. I wasn’t particularly loyal to the Empire either, so it might be possible to work with that. But if he asks me whether I intend to kill him, I’m fucked.

I closed my eyes and slowly got a grip on my panic, taking steady breaths. I wasn’t out of options yet.

My first instinct was to position myself close to the door so that I could turn this into a running battle if blades came out, but I discarded the option. I was being watched, and making that sort of move would be as good as outing myself. Would I be able to take the hero in a fight? I had my doubts. I hadn’t been able to handle the Baron, and unlike Vernon Angler, this one’s Name sounded centered around swordsmanship. That did not bode well for me, considering heroes were supposed to be able to fight entire companies alone, and I was still just a claimant.

And I definitely can’t take both him and the Sons at the same time. Stupid of me to expect that if they had a trick to find out spies they wouldn’t use it on every possible occasion instead of only when they thought they had a leak, I silently admitted.

On the bright side, that meant the process was unlikely to be painful or particularly powerful: It wouldn’t be used as often if it were. Could heroes tell when they were in the presence of a villain? I couldn’t find this Lone Swordsman the way I could my rival claimants, but then I wasn’t the Squire yet. There was no real way to tell what kind of abilities his Name gave him, even now that I knew what that Name was.

My private debate was cut short when the man in question entered the room through a back door, which was no great loss. It hadn’t been going anywhere productive.

Even if the room hadn’t gone respectfully silent the moment he came in, I would have known I was looking at a hero.

He couldn’t have been much older than seventeen, darkly handsome with messy black hair and vivid green eyes. His face was one made for brooding, all angles and windswept locks, and his long brown leather coat did nothing to detract from that impression. A leather coat, Gods. They should have clapped him in chains the moment he tried to pass through the city gates. If he was any more obviously a hero, he’d have his Name tattooed on his forehead. The longsword at his hip did not glint in the light, I noticed, the metal pommel swallowing the ambient light whole and giving nothing back.

Enchanted? That could be trouble.

He moved with the certainty of an older man, and all the other people in the room straightened their spines when they saw him.

“No need to get up on my account,” the Lone Swordsman said, raising a warding hand at the few people who’d gotten to their feet. “I am no lord, my friends.”

“Give it time,” a woman in the back called out, but it was said fondly.

She wasn’t wrong. The Old Kingdom hadn’t been like Praes, where a Name guaranteed you a place in the highest circles of power, but heroes had been treated like nobles, even when they weren’t born one.

“One of the many things we have in short supply,” the hero replied easily. “But we’ve shared in one victory already, and I promise you that more are to come. An opportunity has come to Summerholm.” Green eyes swept the room. “The Black Knight himself is in the city, chasing shadows, and that is a chance we won’t be getting again.”

I let myself fade into the background as the Lone Swordsman strode into the middle of the room, commanding everyone’s attention with a kind of effortlessness I could only envy. Was it natural charisma on his part, or a trick of his Name? Whatever it was, veterans twice his age were hanging on to his every word.

“We still have half of the munitions from the raid on the Sixth Legion’s armory,” he said. “And putting them to use, I propose we put down the monster who brought ruin to the Kingdom of Callow.”

Murmurs of approval went through the room at the declaration.

“It’ll take more than goblin alchemy to kill that man,” a voice said, cutting through the noise.

Leaning against the wall on the far side of the room, an older man, built like an ox, was frowning. His head was shaved but auburn whiskers covered the side of his face, leading into a thick beard of the same coloring.

“I was there when he killed the Witch with Warlock’s help,” the man said flatly. “Half a bridge she dropped on those two, and they walked out of the wreck like it was a light drizzle.”

“The Warlock is not here, this time,” the Lone Swordsman replied. “And we already know munitions can kill Named: The Empire proved as much during the Conquest.”

Infamously so. The Paladin had been on the Blessed Isle when the entire thing was put to the torch with goblinfire in the opening blow of the Conquest. She’d not walked out of the green flames any more than the rest of the Order of the White Hand had.

“They can kill run-of-the-mill Named, maybe,” the man grunted. “You’re dealing with the bleedin’ Calamities, boy.”

“I am not a run-of-the-mill hero, my friend,” the green-eyed boy said very softly. “I swore I would see the Kingdom of Callow restored, and I will see that oath through to the bitter end.”

Oh, for Heavens’ sake, I thought, almost rolling my eyes. Did he think that making some kind of dramatic promise over someone’s grave would actually help him kill the likes of Black? I stopped and thought about that for a moment. It actually might. A Role was a story, and grieving oaths had to be prime fodder for those.

Whether the doubter was actually convinced or just cowed by the uncomfortably intense display on the Swordsman’s part was up in the air, but regardless he objected no further. The crowd was against him, anyway; they were eager for blood, and their success with the governor had only whet the appetite.

“Before we get to the planning,” another man spoke up, and with a start I recognized my earlier guide’s voice, “we have new blood for you to look over.”

Everybody’s eyes turned to me, and I fought down the urge to shrink on myself. It was time for my moment of truth, though hopefully not a literal one—that could get messy.

“So,” I said as I pushed myself up, wiping dust off of my trousers. “How’s this going to work? Do I need to strike a pose? Word of warning—if poetry is involved, I’m definitely not your girl.”

The Lone Swordsman smiled, which made him look like someone was pulling up his lips forcefully. Not a great smiler, this one. Might get in the way of the brooding he was definitely cut out for.

“Just come a little closer,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“I’m going by Catherine,” I told him, watching his face to see if it registered as a lie.

If it did, this was going to go downhill very quickly.

The hero frowned. “What color is the sky, Catherine?” he asked.

“Depends on the time of the day,” I said.

Someone snorted, though they hastily turned it into a coughing fit. The Lone Swordsman sighed and patiently waited for me to give an actual answer.

“Blue,” I said.

The hero’s frown deepened. “That’s strange,” he said.

“People usually wait to know me for a few days before saying that,” I noted.

“I can’t read you at all,” the Lone Swordsman said. “That’s never happened before.”

“If I had a silver for every time I heard that line—”

I didn’t see the strike coming, but I felt it. There was a blur of movement, and my body reacted on its own, my sword swinging out of its scabbard and ringing against his own before it could come any closer to my head. There was a moment of painful realization where it struck me that I had reacted much, much too quickly for a human without unnatural power.

“Well,” I mused, pushing back his blade, “this is awkward.”

“Traitor,” someone hissed.

“Technically,” I corrected the voice, “I’m the only person in this room not committing treason.”

Two dozen blades coming out of scabbards were the response.

Tough crowd.

“Now,” I said, voice calm and steady as I backed away, “I know what all of you are asking yourselves right now. ‘Is that girl a spy?’”

Two of the rebels were blocking the door, I saw from the corner of my eye. Fuck. That was going to complicate things,

“The answer to that question may surprise you,” I continued.

There was a heartbeat of silence.

“Is it yes?” someone called out from the back. “Is the answer to the question ‘yes?’”

It is not, I reminded myself, appropriate to start cracking up before your desperate final stand.

“Shut up, Beric,” someone growled. “Obviously the answer is ‘yes.’”

“You guys never let me win anything,” Beric complained.

Beric, I decided, is going to die last. He’s earned it.

The Lone Swordsman brought up his sword and fell into a stance I didn’t recognize. “You’re surrounded, villain,” the hero said. “There’s no one around to hear you if you call for help. Surrender, and you might yet live.”

I felt safe in assuming that diplomacy was not one of his strengths.

“Ah, but you have it the other way around,” I replied haughtily, trying to stand as tall as my diminutive stature allowed for. Why was everyone always so tall? “It is, in fact, all of you who have fallen in my trap. Surrender now, and I will spare you most of the torture, unless one of you gives me lip.”

The Lone Swordsman scowled. “You’re full of shit,” he growled.

Given that there were two Named in the room, it seemed fair that the end of his sentence was the precise moment where the back of the room exploded. Half the Sons of Streges were thrown to the ground by the impact, and I had to take a knee. Smoke and dust billowed out everywhere, I might as well have been standing in the middle of a sandstorm. But I could make out a silhouette in the smoke, too tall to be a goblin and not broad enough to be an orc.

“Rashid,” I called out. “If that’s you, then for the first time in your life I think you actually need to be commended on your entrance.”

Tamika came out of the smoke instead, black-veiled and grim-eyed. Why the change of veil? Weapon, too: Her spear was nowhere in sight but she held a crossbow in her arms, pointed at the Lone Swordsman, and a scimitar at her hip.

“I’m guessing Chider’s somewhere in this mess?” I asked the Sanke girl, as I overheard the sound of fighting out of sight.

The hero sneered and half-turned so he’d be facing both of us.

“She’s coming,” Tamika agreed calmly, speaking in Ecane. “I feel like I should apologize, Catherine.”

That was the part where I was supposed to ask “what for,” I assumed.

Instead, I threw myself to the side, and her bolt sunk into the wall instead of my belly.

The Lone Swordsman eyed the both of us warily. “What in the Merciful Gods is going on?” he asked.

“My plan is working,” I lied.


Chapter seventeen
Squire
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“Now kneel, fools, and witness my ascension to GODHOOD!”
—Last words of Dread Empress Sinistra IV, the Erroneous

There was a heartbeat of silence before Tamika cocked her head to the side. “Your plan?” she asked.

“Don’t encourage her,” the Lone Swordsman snapped.

I smiled condescendingly, casting an eye around me to find a more defensible position. If a monologue was going to buy the time I needed, then I was more than willing to keep wagging my tongue.

“I’m glad you asked, Tamika,” I said. “You see, while it may appear that this is sheer chaos, the whole situation was in fact—”

The scimitar came within an inch of my throat ,and I back-pedaled in panic, swinging my sword at the now-visible silhouette of Rashid. Right. There’s a reason long-lived villains don’t make speeches. The bastard was still wearing his chipped mask, and without a word he stepped back into the smoke, disappearing in the blink of an eye. Ah, this isn’t going to be fun. With this kind of visibility, he had no practical limit on how many times he could pull his stealth trick.

While I’d been busy trying not to get my throat cut, the veiled Sanke and the hero had experienced a breakdown in negotiations. Tamika’s crossbow was on the ground, abandoned as she tried to fend off the black-haired man with her scimitar. She was, I noted with a degree of satisfaction, failing pretty badly. The strange sword scored a long gash across her face, ripping away the black veil. It sung when it drew blood, letting out a loud keen as the edge of the metal flashed red.

I flinched at the sound, at how wrong it sounded. That thing was definitely enchanted, and not in a nice way.

The crossbow wielder wasn’t going to fight her way out of this one, I assessed. She wasn’t half bad with her scimitar, but the Lone Swordsman was in another league entirely. He moved more like a machine than a man, calmly and methodically powering through Tamika’s defense to inflict increasingly dire wounds.

I considered joining the dance, but that seemed like a recipe for death by Rashid.

Instead I brought up my sword, wiped the sweat off my brow, and moved toward the foundry in the front room. For all that I’d been stumbling my way through this mess with blatant lies and poor misdirection, I had no intention of letting this devolve into some sort of climactic melee involving all my enemies. I would, for one, probably lose. If the truce I’d struck with Tamika and Chider was no longer on—had they found out I was getting close to the hero, was that why it’d broken down?—then I had many enemies and no friends.

Wow, but that felt like a bleak thing to admit.

Still, all I had to see me through a fight with a Named and a pack of claimants was sword lessons and a history of knowing the taste of blood in my mouth. Not the stuff victories were made of. I figured there was another way to deal with this mess, though: I stood less than thirty feet away from a lit furnace, and most of my enemies had helpfully bunched up inside a flammable building. Seemed a little more practical to set this place on fire and hide by the exit to stab anyone coming out in the back. Not the most honorable of plans, true, but honor was for people powerful enough to afford that kind of luxury.

I somehow managed to leave the room without a masked interruption, losing sight of Tamika and her heroic opponent. During my leave-taking I had to step over the corpse of my female guide from earlier. Her neck had been hacked halfway through. Rashid’s work, had to be.

That was when my cunning plan hit an obstacle: Standing by the furnace, Chider was looking back at me with an unreadable expression on her face.

“So,” I said, moving so that a table was at my back, “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to hold to the truce?”

Chider shrugged, her leathery face pulling taut. “It’s nothing personal,” she replied. “The coin was just too good to pass on.”

Money? Who would have—

“Heiress,” I realized. “Heiress bribed you three to take me out.”

“I don’t know if she got to Rashid,” Chider said, “though I don’t think she’d need to. But she found me and Tamika, yes. Not sure what you did to anger her, but she’s willing to sink a small fortune into seeing you dead.”

I scowled. I’d yet to meet the girl face-to-face, and I was already starting to hate her guts.

“You realize she’s playing all of you, right?” I said. “Heiress is going to be rivals with whoever ends up being the Squire, so she’s trying to meddle in the claiming.”

“She probably thinks she is,” Chider agreed. “For some reason she believes you’re the most dangerous of the four of us—and who knows, she might even be right. But I don’t mind her getting what she wants so long as I also get what I want.”

“And that’s my corpse?” I asked, already preparing to duck for cover when the munitions started flying.

“I want to be the Squire,” Chider corrected sharply. “I don’t really care how I get there. There’s never been a goblin Squire, did you know? Or a Black Knight, a Warlock, a Chancellor. The Tribes have done more for Praes than all of the High Lords put together, but even now all we can aspire to is being followers.”

She bared a mouthful of thin, needle-like teeth. “If I have to kill a few humans to remedy that situation, so be it.”

I could sympathize with that, I really could. I knew what it was like, being on the wrong side of the Praesi boot. But her way out apparently involved me being a corpse, and that wasn’t really a point I could compromise on.

“That doesn’t mean we have to fight, you know,” I told her. “I’m still willing to keep out of each other’s way until the Lone Swordsman is dead.”

Chider grinned, all teeth and malice. “Silly girl, I’m not going to fight you.”

She reached inside the satchel at her hip and brought out a clay ball the size of her fist. I ducked behind an anvil, but the expected sharper never came. I blinked, and the glimpse I’d had of the munition drifted to the surface of my mind, clear as spring water. Creepy, that—my memory had never been that good, and there was no way I should have been able to see as many details as I had. Sharpers were clay balls, yes, but usually they had a stick protruding out. This one hadn’t had anything of the sort. It wasn’t a brightstick either. A smoker? I’d never seen a diagram of those, so I wasn’t sure what they looked like.

My answer came in the form of a roaring furnace; there was a deafening blast and a burst of green light. I snuck out a look from behind the anvil and saw the whole front of the foundry was burning. Eerie green flames were spreading farther with every passing moment, There was no sign of Chider.

The furnace was on fire, I noticed. The metal furnace was on fire.

Green flames, burning metal?

Oh, fuck me.

“Goblinfire,” I gasped into the empty room, backing away with haste.

That clay ball hadn’t been a smoker. It had been goddamn goblinfire. The most heavily restricted substance in Praes—just possessing some was enough to earn you a hanging—and Chider had casually tossed a ball of it into an open flame.

Nobody except the goblins knew exactly what goblinfire was, but the Conquest had taught Callowans to fear the sight of the green flames: It burned everything, including water and magic. Seven days and seven nights it would keep burning, impossible to put out until it stopped on its own.

There were still parts of Laure where the ground was nothing more than blackened glass from when the Legions used it taking the city.

If any of that touched me, the best I could expect was to be turned into a blackened husk for the rest of my short and miserable existence.

It’d already spread halfway to the front door, and if I were a betting girl, I’d put coin in Chider having trapped it. I wasn’t going to be testing that if I could help it.

Which left only one option.

I grimaced. I’d have to head back into the very melee I’d wanted to avoid.

New plan, then: Get out of here before the royal smithy got turned into the closest thing to the actual Hells that could be managed on Creation. Possibly stab someone if I got an opening, but no need to take stupid risks.

Appearing reckless was useful—being reckless was a death sentence for a girl in my position.

Naturally, the moment I’d settled on a fresh course of action was the same when Rashid chose to make his appearance. Stepping out of the doorway, the masked boy’s robes fluttered as he strode toward me. His scimitar was coated in blood and chunks of bone, though it looked no less sharp for it.

“I told you we had unfinished business, Callowan,” he hissed in Maniram. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“Really, Rashid?” I complained. “We’re going to have a duel to the death in the middle of a room full of goblinfire? We can move to the other room, at least.”

“And risk one of the veiled wretches stealing my kill?” He chuckled. “I think not.”

Apparently that was enough banter for him, because he struck. No tricks this time, no attempt to take me by surprise: The curved sword came straight for my neck.

I slapped it away with a steady parry before it could come anywhere close to drawing blood, but my lips thinned at how quick that blow had been. Like me, he’d seen a healer in the last two days, because the wound I’d inflicted on the night we first met didn’t appear to be slowing him down.

“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth as I pushed back his scimitar, “the hard way it is.”

I made to sweep his leg, but he spun around me fluidly. His blade flashed out to swipe across my unprotected back. I hissed at the pain and swung my sword to force him away, already feeling the blood welling up in the wound. Shit. I really hope that wasn’t poisoned. He darted away, carefully choosing his distance and stalking around me like a crow circling a corpse.

From the corner of my eye, I could see the green flames continue to spread, swallowing everything in their path.

I brought up my sword higher, blading my stance so he’d find me harder to hit. All of this would have been much easier with a shield, and I cursed that it would have been a dead giveaway to the Sons if I’d come bearing one.

His footing shifted minutely, but I had no intention of letting him go on the offensive again: I struck first, point aimed at his sternum. Not fast enough, though. Half a step back brought him just out of my range, and when my blade retracted, he followed it in a single fluid movement.

The scimitar flashed again, coming for my sword-arm much faster than I’d believed him to be capable of. Angling my pommel up took the better part of the hit, but the edge still ripped through a chunk of my forearm before he darted away.

I swallowed a hiss of pain, tightening my lips. What was happening? He hadn’t been anywhere this good last time we fought, and as far as I could tell his technique hadn’t gotten any better. He was just somehow better anyway.

And I remembered Black sitting across from me, telling me that when conquering he became more than the sum of what he was. Because of his aspect, because of Conquer. And that was what I was looking at, I realized. Something about this fight was feeding into an aspect of Rashid’s, and at that thought my stomach sunk. That wasn’t something I could match, damn me. I’d not figured out any of mine yet.

“There’s the look I was waiting for,” Rashid purred. “The moment where you finally understand your place in the world.”

For once in my life, I was in too much pain to think of a proper response. I struck instead, aiming for the same shoulder I’d wounded last time, but he slapped my point away with contemptuous ease. My hand was shaking, and after being struck twice I hesitated too much to properly commit to the strike. You didn’t hesitate facing the Baron, I reminded myself. I tried to ignore the little voice reminding me I’d spent most of that fight running away from Vernon Angler and still almost died.

“Maybe I should just leave you in here,” the boy mused through his mask. “Bar the door and let you burn alive. I’m told the green flames are even more excruciatingly painful than the regular sort.”

I tried to take a deep breath but ended up inhaling some of the smoke that was filling up the room, bursting into a cough instead. Rashid didn’t even deign to take that opening, preferring to just stand there radiating amusement. I was losing, we both knew. I was losing, and I was going to die.

The truth of that sunk in, and it was like all the colors in the world were whisked away.

I didn’t have any tricks up my sleeve, and this wasn’t the kind of opponent I could talk my way out of fighting.

Rashid had come here tonight to spill my life’s blood on the ground, and he would not leave until he’d gotten what he wanted. He wasn’t interested in tactics or alliances or deals. Rashid just wanted to kill me, because I’d pissed him off, and he knew he could.

He was faster than me, more experienced in this kind of fight, and every one of my heartbeats spilled more of my blood on the floor while he remained unwounded. The gap between us could only widen one way, now. I am going to die here, I realized. This was as far as I’d managed to go, for all my grand ambitions—killed in an abandoned smithy by some idiot wearing a mask who just happened to be better with a blade. What a stupid, stupid death.

Gods, I was tired. Barely two months since I’d left Laure, but it felt like it’d been years.

The heat of the spreading flames licked at my skin and a part of me wondered if I should just let him run me through. It would be quicker death than letting him take me apart wound by wound as he so clearly wanted.

“I had all these plans, you know,” I admitted. “To make a different world, a better world.”

“The delusions of a weakling,” Rashid replied with naked contempt. “Cockroaches are for stepping on. That’s all there is to it.”

The sheer scorn in those words felt like a slap in the face.

“You don’t get to say that,” I said in a low voice. “Even if you beat me here, you don’t get to say that.”

Something in my belly stirred like old embers, a heat under the surface that needed only the right fuel to burn. It didn’t care if he killed me. More than anything, right now, I just wanted that dismissive prick to be wrong. It didn’t matter if I was outclassed, it didn’t matter if he had every advantage and I had less than none. I was going to make him choke on those words, choke until his face turned blue and his eyes popped out.

Even if I bled.

Even if I burned.

Even if the flesh was flayed off my bones.

I would Struggle.

Power flowed through my veins, the beat of it against my eardrums drowning out even the roar of the flames. I raised my sword and stepped forward.

“Oh?” Rashid chuckled. “Are we—”

I rammed my fist into his mask, shattering the clay like the cheap affectation it was. The scimitar came up, but I grabbed him by the throat and threw him against a table. My Name pulsed under my skin like a living thing, feeding on the fight.

The Taghreb snarled and got back on his feet as I continued striding forward, striking almost too fast for the eye to follow. How could I ever have thought of him as fast? I was just as quick, and he was worse with a blade. My sword came down on his wrist, and blood sprayed out. His hand fell, fingers still clutching the handle of the blade.

I could see his face now, see the fear appearing in those dark eyes.

“I—” he started, but I shut him up by ramming the tip of my blade through his throat.

Fear turned to disbelief, and with a flick of the wrist I tore out my sword.

He dropped to the ground.

“Got stepped on,” I finished coldly. “What does that make you?”

I watched the life bleed out of the boy, standing above him with my bloodied blade in hand as the flames cast their hellish green light. The moment he took his last gasping breath I felt something click inside of me, like another piece of a puzzle I couldn’t see had snapped into place.

The power inside my veins dimmed, then disappeared. The pain I’d stopped noticing slammed back into my senses, and I gritted my teeth as I swayed on my feet.

Tapping into the Name’s power had worn me down, and not just because it’d taken away my tiredness for a moment. And I don’t think that little burst is going to happen again. Not tonight anyway.

With a last look at the boy I’d just killed before he could do the same to me, I stepped into the smoke.

My eyes wanted to close, and my body wanted to curl up into a ball then sleep until all of this went away and became someone else’s problem. I allowed myself the luxury of thinking about how much more pleasant my life would be, were I the kind of person who was willing to walk away from fights.

Then I took a deep breath and walked toward the sound of fighting with sword raised. There was, as the saying went, no rest for the wicked.

The Lone Swordsman had two opponents, but Chider was not one of them. Tamika, blood dripping down her chin where the enchanted sword had sliced her earlier, was reloading her crossbow while she also fought the hero with her spear. She was also white-veiled again, and unwounded.

I blinked, making sure that my little Name episode earlier hadn’t knocked something loose in my head: There were, in fact, two Tamikas. One with a black veil, the other with a white one. The one who’d shot her crossbow at me earlier, the black-veiled, still bore the wounds I’d seen the Lone Swordsman inflict her. White Veil was still untouched, wielding the same spear she’d carried when I first met her. Rashid had mentioned wretches, earlier, I recalled. I’d not thought deeply on it at the time, but apparently I should have.

Whatever Name trickery this involved, they were actually managing to drive the hero back; whenever the dark-haired man managed to get the drop on the one fighting him with the spear, the other one loosed a bolt at him. Whenever he tried to take out the one with the crossbow, the spear-wielder started pressing him furiously.

The tactics they used weren’t particularly sophisticated, and the Lone Swordsman didn’t seem to have any wounds besides a rip in his leather coat revealing the chain mail that covered his forearms. But neither was he making progress. Their timing was too good, each attack flowing into the next with neither ever missing a beat.

None of the three had noticed me yet.

Quietly I stepped behind the one I mentally designated Black Veil, in opposition to White Veil. She wore hardened leather but no helmet—her neck was bare, and I was done playing around with my fellow claimants. I got within three feet of her before White Veil saw me. Her eyes widened, but it was too late: I was already striking, and… and now I was ducking when the other one swiveled to face me and fired her crossbow into the space I’d occupied a heartbeat earlier.

There was no way she could have known, much less taken aim so quickly. Were they sharing each other’s eyes? That would be a ridiculously useful trick. White Veil stepped away from the hero before I could close the distance separating me from the other one, coming just close enough to be able to come to her rescue if I tried to intervene as she reloaded her crossbow. Well, that was a problem.

“Lone Swordsman,” I called out. “I’ve got a question for you.”

“No,” he replied instantly.

Well, that was just unsporting.

“You don’t even know what I’m asking,” I complained. “I could have been offering my surrender.”

He squinted at me. “Are you?”

“We can get to that later,” I said. “Evidently you’re a pragmatic sort, but how pragmatic would you actually say you are?”

“As much as I need to be,” he responded gravely.

I took a near physical effort not to make fun of him for that. Black Veil had already finished reloading, and the pair of them seemed to be considering their next target. I really wasn’t liking the way White Veil was beginning to angle toward me.

“Enough to work with an enemy?”

He looked skeptical.

“You know, for the greater good and such,” I tacked on.

I’d been paying too much attention to the spear-wielder, but meanwhile Black Veil had calmly lined up her shot and pulled the trigger. I’d been lucky with the bolts so far, but with the last remnants of my Name’s power fading away, I didn’t have the kind of speed that let me dodge those at will anymore. She missed my chest, but the projectile punched into the flesh of my shoulder with a wet thunk. I let out a cry of pain, nearly dropping my sword in shock.

“Fuck,” I cursed.

I hacked away the shaft of the missile with a trembling hand, but actually taking it out would have to wait: I was pretty sure that kind of bleeding would kill me, after how much of Rashid had already spilled. The Lone Swordsman’s face was inscrutable, but if he didn’t reply in the next few moments I would have to—

“You’re Callowan, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Laure born and raised,” I confirmed.

“… only until they’re dead,” he said, distaste clear in his voice. “Not a moment longer.”

“You’re such a charmer,” I gasped, resisting the strange urge I was getting to roll my wounded shoulder. The bolt was painful enough without wiggling it around in my flesh.

“She came here to kill you,” Black Veil said suddenly, her voice sounding strangely distant as she addressed the hero.

“He’s your enemy,” the other one told me in the same tone.

“So are you,” I grunted, pushing myself into action.

White Veil was the closest to me, so I moved to her. Without a word she burst into motion, the tip of her spear thrusting forward.

I sidestepped the strike, though it was a close thing; exhaustion and blood loss were beginning to take their toll. Forcing a spring to my tired limbs, I passed the tip of her spear to close the distance.

Without missing a beat, Tamika whipped the shaft straight into my wounded shoulder. I dropped down on one knee, trying to bite down on a scream.

Gritting my teeth I made to rise, but the spear’s shaft struck me across the face, and I hit the ground on my belly. My sword fell out of my grip, its handle slick with blood.

I scrambled desperately to reach it, but Tamika’s boot came down on my fingers. The phalanges broke with a sickening crack. I whimpered and watched as the spear rose, tip headed for my throat, when it suddenly stopped. Without so much as a word of warning, my opponent threw her weapon in the direction of the other duel.

I was weaponless, shit, and—and I wasn’t.

My left hand reached for the knife I’d won by slitting two throats, the sheath hidden under my shirt. White Veil raised her hand, and dark smoke coalesced in it, forming into a spear again, but the magic wasn’t quite finished.

With a heaving cry I rose, feeling the burn of skin getting ripped as I pulled out my hand from under her boot. She stumbled at the sudden pushback, and my hand arced, the knife a silvery blur as I drove it right under her chin.

Tamika blinked wordlessly, blood gurgling as she tried to breathe. I twisted the knife and tore it out, blood spraying all over my upper body from the severed artery.

The Sanke took a hesitant step back, then another, and her hand came to touch the wound as the summoned spear clattered against the ground. From the other side of the room a horrible scream erupted, only to be suddenly snuffed out. I glanced and saw the other Tamika’s head rolling on the floor. The cut was so perfect it took a few heartbeats before blood started coming out.

I’d fallen back on my knees at some point, I realized, but my sword was within reach. I tried to pick it up with my hand, but the broken fingers refused to move.

No pain, though. Was I already beyond that?

I dropped the knife and took the sword with my left hand as the Lone Swordsman calmly walked toward me. Behind me I could feel the goblinfire beginning to spread into this room, and with a wet laugh I saw green light beginning to filter out of the other exit. Chider set fire to both ends. Of course she did.

The hero seemed unconcerned as he came to stand before me.

I stabbed the tip of my sword into the ground to push myself back to my feet. So much for avoiding the melee.

The Lone Swordsman frowned, his face still irritatingly handsome despite it. “Not a moment longer,” he reminded me.

The sword blurred and let out that horrifying wail as it spilled my blood on the floor. A trail of fire snaked across my chest, and something hard hit me in the stomach.

I stumbled to the ground. My limbs felt cold. Someone was walking away, and I knew who, but I couldn’t quite remember the name. Smoke was snaking its way across the ceiling in whimsical patterns, and I lay there.

Dying.

I’m not sure how long I lay there.

I could still hear things, but events came disjointed. A flash of blinding light and the sound of wood breaking. Three claps of thunder—or was it five? The hero’s shout as he killed the goblin waiting for him in ambush.

Beyond the cold that spread through me, I could feel the most maddening itch, but I didn’t do anything about. It was like a painting almost done, but not quite. Like all it would need was a last brushstroke, and finally everything would fit.

I lay there, listening to the green flames devouring the world, and itched.

And then it clicked.

Awareness flooded back into me. I was Catherine Foundling, daughter of no one and nothing. I’d fought people for gold once, but earned only silver. I’d taken lives, broken the Sword of Princes, and now justice had come for me with a sword that cried like a grieving man. I was apprenticed to the monster I dreamed of taking the world back from. A traitor to all causes but my own, and now my path had brought me to this moment: bleeding out on the floor, surrounded by green flames.

The other claimants were all dead, and that made me the Squire.

My mind was getting clearer with every breath. It brought no comfort. The Name was roiling under my skin, finally mine, but it brought no healing with it. Evil never did. I wanted to get up, needed to if I didn’t want to celebrate my victory by merrily burning alive, but my body refused to obey. I was more than half a corpse, and the toughness I’d always prided myself on was finally failing me.

More than half a corpse, huh.

The idea took shape in my mind, absurd in all the best ways.

“I’ve raised a corpse before,” I cackled to myself, hacking out a horrible laugh.

I let myself be carried by the dark river, reaching for the depths of my Name. Sinking as deep as I could. It was still there, that cool feeling I remembered from the sunny afternoon I’d raised my mount. Like water so deep it’s never seen the sun. The power was there, waiting for my hand. Eager, for the Role I embraced was that of foe to a hero. I grasped it, spun it into threads. Slowly, carefully, I tied knots around my limbs. It occurred to me that I was making a puppet of myself, and I let out another cackle. Well, better me than someone else.

Opening my eyes, I looked at the ceiling and pulled. My left leg yanked itself up—the muscles pulled taut but held, and the right leg came to join it. Mustering the full weight of my concentration, I tugged at the largest string: My abdomen was harshly brought up, and I stood on my feet again.

“And now,” I announced to the empty room, “for my next trick…”

One, two, three, four, five. One after another, my broken fingers snapped back into place. I didn’t feel so much as a twinge of pain from the act, which wasn’t likely to be a good sign.

As a test I balled up my hand and formed a fist before letting the strings go loose. The fingers loosened, still unresponsive to my attempts to get them moving. It would have to do.

Like Creation’s most demented puppeteer, I tugged and pulled until I managed to get my sword back at my side and my knife back in its sheath.

There was a hole in the wall, I noticed. The Lone Swordsman had solved the dilemma of both ways out being on fire by making his own. Whatever he’d used to break through reeked of magic, but it didn’t seem harmful to me: I walked out into the alley with an indifferent shrug.

The street was deserted, though close to the mouth of it I found black goblin’s blood splashed on the pavement stones. Chider’s satchel laid there unattended, spilled open by a sword strike. She’d used the same plan as the one I’d thought of at the start, only better, and still it had failed: I’d heard the Lone Swordsman cut her down. There were still munitions in the satchel, I saw.

Absentmindedly I picked up a sharper and some matches, but the longer I looked at them the more my mind began to wander. I made myself look ahead instead, leaving the street and heading into a larger avenue.

I was near a stairway leading up to the outer walls, and up there on the ramparts I caught sight of a coat fluttering dramatically.

The Lone Swordsman stood there, brooding away into the night as the wind tousled his dark locks teasingly. I was halfway up before I realized what I was doing, and by then it was too late.

Manipulating your own near-corpse apparently didn’t lend itself to discretion very well, because he turned toward me long before I was within stabbing distance. Shame, it would have been kind of a treat to just ram my sword in his back and push him off the wall.

I scratched a match and lit the sharper’s fuse.

“You.” He scowled before turning pale as he took a closer look. “Gods, what have you done to yourself?”

I tried to reply, but all that came out was an insolent gurgle. Right, still dying. That was unfortunate. I wasn’t in much of a bantering state, so I chucked the sharper at him instead.

It missed and hit behind him, but the blast still knocked him off his feet. Small favors, I supposed. It took me two tries to get my sword out of its sheath—the angle was hard to visualize—but by the time he recovered from the impact, I was on him. I tugged the strings and my arm came down, blade slamming down into his awkwardly angled parry. Too rough, I noted as I felt the arm’s muscles tear like cheap cloth. The strength behind the strike was monstrous, though I noted with mild surprise that the edge of his blade actually cut into mine.

Ultimately that came in useful: When I drew back my arm with another tug, his sword was ripped out of his hand and came away with mine. I shook it off by tugging my arm back and forth, kicking it down into the street when it clanged against the floor. I tried to speak up again but ended up spitting out a fat gob of blood as he looked upon me with horror, backing away. Still, it had the benefit of clearing my throat.

“Told you my plan was working,” I rasped.

“You planned to become a necromantic abomination?” he said, aghast and still stepping away warily.

Not really, but it wasn’t like he could prove that. I circled around him with my sword brought up, forcing him to stand against the edge of the wall. The Hwaerte River’s dark waters ran down below, yet another defense in the arsenal of the Gate of the East.

“You’re Callowan,” he said when the silence got awkward, and I realized my mind had blanked. “We should be fighting side by side, not against each other. Why would you work for them? How can you possibly justify working for these tyrants?”

He hadn’t seemed as eager to make common cause when he’d been the one with the sword, as I recalled.

“Who else is there to work for?” I managed to get out, my voice so rough I could barely recognize it as my own.

He waved his arm passionately. “Callow!” he said. “For the kingdom and all its people.”

“There is no Callow,” I rasped. “The kingdom died twenty years ago, before either of us were born.”

“If even one person fights under the banner, the kingdom still lives,” he said, sounding like he’d just imparted some kind of great truth on me. Heroes.

“A kingdom of one,” I spoke into a hacking cough. “All hail King Swordsman, lord of foolish causes.”

Those green eyes turned to steel, and I tugged the strings to shift my footing, half-sure he was about to attack.

“There’s nothing foolish about freedom,” he hissed.

“Going to free us, are you?” I laughed. “How? By killing imperial governors? Nobody here’s any freer than when you started.”

“So I should kneel and lick the enemy’s boot, like you do?” he snarled. “Never. I’d rather die.”

I could kill him. Right now, right here, I knew deep in my bones that I could kill him. I might not be able to the next time we met, but this once, the story’s flow was going my way.

It was tempting, but at the edge of my mind I could make out a path. It was a dark one, strewn with ruin and the death of innocents, but hadn’t I stopped pretending to be on the side of the Heavens the moment I’d taken up the knife?

I had a use for him.

“Prove it,” I rasped. “If you want your way to beat mine, then come at me again. Properly. Earn your Name, hero. Run and hide and muster your armies in the dark. Make deals you’ll regret until you have nothing left to bargain with. I’ll be waiting for you, on the other side of that battlefield.”

The Lone Swordsman’s face went blank as I let my sword come down.

“But remember this,” I said. “Tonight? I won.”

Faster than the eye could follow, I pushed him off the wall. He shouted something I couldn’t make out, and as he fell into the dark waters, I took a step back from the brink.

I let what I’d just done sink in, closing my eyes.

With a life spared, I’d just killed thousands. I’d just promised cities to fire and ruin, sowing the seeds of a rebellion that would rip the land of my birth—the very same land I wanted to save—apart.

But I’d also bought the war I needed to take power. The crisis I would end.

Damn me, but I’d bought the war I needed.

One after another, the strings holding me up gave. I flopped bonelessly to the ground, at the edge of unconsciousness. It was nice out. Cool and soothing after all that time in the fire.

I heard steps against the stone, calm and unhurried.

“Rough night?” someone murmured.

I opened my eyes and came face to face with eerie green ones.

“I got stabbed,” I mumbled. “A lot.”

“Happens to the best of us, Squire,” Black murmured, and I felt his hand on my shoulder before darkness took me.


Chapter eighteen
Order
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“Mercy might be the mark of a great man, but so is a tombstone.”

—Extract from the personal memoirs of Dread Emperor Terribilis II

It was dark inside the Commander’s quarters, the only light from the candle on her desk. He stepped behind her quietly, his Name’s power silencing the sounds of his armor as he raised his blade.

The dark-haired woman stilled for the barest fraction of a moment, and Squire knew then the chance to kill her by surprise had passed. “Quiet or not,” the Commander said in a voice bearing the soft accent of the Tiraithe, “you reek of blood.”

Squire’s blade came down, but the heroine spun, hand grasping for the long knife on her desk and batting the killing blow aside. The green-eyed man sighed and shifted his footing as she rose to her feet.

“I do hope that was a figure of speech,” he said mildly. “I bathe every few days.”

The Commander bared her teeth in mockery. “Some things don’t wash off with water, Praesi,” she replied.

His blade flicked forward, tasting the edge of her defense and finding it steady. No less than he’d expected, of course—the woman’s Name was one that could only be earned through years of hard fighting, and not even Ranger’s tutelage was enough to overcome the disparity between their years of experience.

Even nurtured, talent could only bring you so far.

“So tell me, assassin,” Commander jeered, “what was it that finally pushed the Chancellor to send a killer after me?”

The long knife was a blur of sharpened steel in her hand, and she darted forward, turning a thrust into a vicious flick of the wrist when he stepped around it. She danced away before he could strike back, leaving behind a shallow cut on his cheek.

“Was it the punitive expedition on the Howling Wolves?” the heroine asked.

Squire gave ground fluidly, trying to find an angle where his sword’s longer reach would be able to come into play. It was unfortunate that his way into the quarters had meant traveling light, because fighting an opponent this dangerous without his shield was quickly becoming more than he’d bargained for.

“No,” Commander mused, “it’s not like we’ve never done that before. Which means someone opened their damned mouth about the plan for the steppes.”

Squire smiled. “I might have heard a thing or two,” he agreed. “But you seem to be operating under a misconception, Commander.”

“Illuminate me, then, assassin,” she replied coldly.

“Not Assassin,” he corrected her. “Squire.”

That was when the bells started ringing. Three rings, a pause and then three rings again: the signal for a fire in the fortress. Apprentice had already started his work, which meant it was time to wrap this up; Grem’s warriors would be in position soon.

His opponent spat a few words in the Old Tongue. From the intonation, he would venture a guess they were nothing particularly polite.

“So you’re one of the pups who wants to be the next Black Knight,” she growled. “You made an error in coming here tonight, boy—it’ll be my pleasure to nip you in the bud before you become a real problem.”

Which was, he was forced to concede, a very real possibility.

When she moved forward again, it was with the weight of cold anger behind her attacks—again and again he was forced to give ground, pushed out of her quarters until he was at the head of the stairs. The Commander slipped under his guard when he overextended, ignoring the deep cut he carved right above her ear to close the distance and slam her palm into his chest.

Had anyone but a Named done that against full plate they would have sprained their wrist for their trouble, but instead her blow sent him tumbling down the stairs. About halfway down he managed to land back to his feet, but before he could bring up his sword she nearly sliced through his jugular, forcing him to scramble back desperately.

In a matter of moments she’d driven him all the way out to the inner courtyard, and now they both knew the game was up.

“If you kneel,” she said flatly, “I’ll make it quick.”

“If this were a story,” Squire said, “this would be the moment where I revealed I was left-handed all along.”

“Are you?” the dark-haired woman asked gruffly.

“No,” he replied, sheathing his sword. “I’m a practical man at heart, you see.”

The first arrow took the Commander in the side of the throat, punching straight through and coming out the other side. Ranger’s work. The volley from Grem’s clansmen followed a heartbeat later, filling her with so many arrows he could hardly make out her face.

“That’s the thing with practical sorts, Commander,” Squire told her gently as she died. “We cheat.”
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I woke up in a room I didn’t recognize.

Eerily enough I could still feel the cold of the northern night on my skin and my cheek still stung where the Commander’s long knife had drawn blood. But those where ghostly sensations, paling in comparison to the rest of my pains; my entire body was a raw wound, the worst of it centered around the long gash snaking across my entire torso.

I pushed up against the cushions, wincing as a flash of agony went through me. Tossing the blanket covering me aside, I pried open bandages to take a closer look at the cut the Lone Swordsman had gifted me with. It was an angry red and would scar gruesomely, but at least it wasn’t bleeding.

The rest of my body bore no marks, which sent a shiver of unease down my spine. I’d been healed by Zacharis enough to know that magic shouldn’t work this well. The only way it could was by dipping a toe in unsavory waters.

I was alone in the room, and the contents gave me no hint as to where I might be. It was sparsely furnished with wooden furniture in the Callowan way, but there were no windows, and I couldn’t hear so much as a hint of noise from the outside.

Everything in here smelled of blood, I noticed with a jolt of surprise. I hadn’t noticed until now because I’d smelled the same thing in the dream, and wasn’t that an unsettling thought?

I forced myself into a sitting position at the edge of the bed, pushing down a pained groan.

The identity of the Squire in my dream wasn’t exactly hard to deduce; Black still looked more or less the same, if a little older, and there was no way I would confuse those eerie green eyes with anyone else’s. And there had been too many details—details I still vividly remembered, as if seared into my memory—to the vision for it to be just a fantasy cooked up by my mind while I slept.

Even now, closing my eyes, I could hear the low voice of the Commander and the shriek of the arrows as they fell from above. A Name dream, then.

I still felt too fuzzy to puzzle out exactly what was going on here, but I knew that there was bound to be a reason for it. When Black had shoved a sword through my chest, I’d ended up confronting two versions of me that might have been. Like the Name wanted me to make a decision, to chart a path.

And now, after my very first act as full-fledged Squire, it was passing comment: a dream showing me the previous Squire killing a hero when I’d just let one go. A little heavy-handed, as far as hints went, but I was not a subtle girl by nature. I ought not to be surprised that my Name would be equally blunt.

I passed a hand through my tangled locks with a grimace.

Gods, I smelled awful. I needed a bath, or at least a change of clothes.

The door creaked open, and Sabah came in, ducking her head under the threshold. The sight drew a weak smile out of me. Very few things must be Captain-sized, outside of the Titanomachy—that distant land of giants.

“Good,” Sabah said with a smile, “you’re awake. I thought it would be around now.”

“Only barely,” I admitted. “How long was I out?”

“It has been two days since your scrap with the Lone Swordsman,” she said. “You came damn close to never waking up.”

I’d suspected as much, but it still sent a shiver down my spine to hear it said out loud. It seemed more frightening, somehow, to think that I might have died without realizing I was slipping into anything but sleep. Just a rest I would never wake from.

“I take it I owe thanks to the Sixth’s healers, then,” I said.

I was fishing more than thanking, and Sabah was kind enough to bite. She snorted.

“You tore your body up past what that lot can handle,” she said. “Luckily Governor Laila kept a few proper mages at her court, and Black sent for them in time. It still took three bleedings to get you back to something manageable.”

Bleedings. Gods Above, but I hoped she wasn’t saying what I thought she was.

“You mean they bled me, right?”

The olive-skinned woman graced me with a quelling look. “Don’t be obtuse, girl,” she grunted. “You had little enough of the stuff left in your veins. Black had them spill the lifeblood of three. Rough stuff, and the Taghreb aren’t as good at it as Wasteland mages, but it usually works.”

I felt my stomach sink and let out a ragged breath. Three people had died just to heal me, and Captain didn’t even seem to think of it as particularly notable.

“Who were they?” I croaked out. “The people that died to save me.”

She shrugged. “Death row prisoners. Never thought to learn their names, but Scribe would know. She had to file some papers to requisition them.”

Requisition them, like a resource. Same as if they’d asked for a new set of armor or some sewing equipment. Like they were things and not people.

Oh, they weren’t likely to have been very nice sorts—they wouldn’t have gotten a death sentence otherwise—but at the end of the day what I saw was a Praesi spending Callowan lives like currency. Three strangers’ lives spent to preserve mine without a second thought, because I mattered to the people in power, and they did not.

Would I have agreed to it if I’d been awake, I wondered? It disgusted me that I was no longer as certain of my answer as I would have been a month ago.

Captain’s presence suddenly felt intolerable, a blight to everything I was trying to accomplish. I liked Sabah, in some ways more than I liked Black, but now she felt like just another cog in the Empire’s machine, part of the monstrous thing grinding down the lives of the people they’d conquered.

And yet what could I do? For all that I itched to lash out, I was all too aware that even at my best I’d never manage to do more than scratch her armor. She was a woman who’d faced entire companies of knights and slaughtered them. They’d been kind, Captain and Black, so easygoing and helpful I’d somehow ended up forgetting who I was dealing with. The Calamities, monsters even other monsters fear. And the worst of it was that we were still on the same side.

I’d chosen, willingly, to align myself with people who saw human sacrifice as just another tool in the arsenal.

The taste of bile in my mouth drowned out the smell of blood, and I suddenly felt like throwing up. It was one thing to make the decision to sacrifice lives in the abstract, as I had atop the rampart before pushing off the Lone Swordsman, but now that I was faced with the reality of it… I had thought good would come of this, somehow. Look upon the foundations of your better world, Catherine Foundling. Another three corpses for the pile, and they will not be the last.

I retched, vomiting all over the bed.

The concern on Captain’s face was the most hateful sort of kindness I’d ever seen.

After my stomach settled, I wiped my mouth against the blanket.

“I’ll talk to Scribe,” I muttered, shivering.

I vowed to remember the names, to carve them deep enough I would never forget. To find out if they had families, people who’d depended on them: an insipid way of repaying a debt that ran so deep, but what else could I do? I still had my savings from the Pit and would not use so much as a single speck of imperial gold for this. My debt, my penance. Gods have mercy on my soul.

“You can do that later,” Captain grunted. “Put a tunic on. Black wants you outside.”

I felt too drained to tell her that all of them could go fuck themselves, as far as I was concerned.

There was no dresser, but someone had once again neatly folded some clothes on top of the chair in the corner. Scribe’s quiet touch, another reminder that Praes had an eye and a hand on every single part of my life. That I’d signed on to this, when I decided to become a villain.

I forced myself to my feet, rebuffing Captain’s helping hand when I swayed. I was in no mood to take help from Praesi.

Changing my underclothes with someone else in the room was almost nostalgic, a reminder of the days where I shared a dormitory with the other orphanage girls. Nobody set out clothes for me then, though. It bothered me that I had almost stopped noticing luxuries like that; they crept up on you, the trappings of power. One inch at a time, until you forgot you’d ever lived without them. How much longer before I began to expect them, to grow angry at their absence?

My lips twisted in distaste when I saw the woolen tunic I was expected to wear was dyed black. It felt like a claim was being made on me, and I’d always balked at those. I buttoned up the collar anyway and smoothed my face out of emotions. I’d get clothes of my own as soon as I could.

“What does he need me for?” I asked Captain as I finished slipping on my boots.

“Just needs you to be seen out and about,” the large woman replied. “Rumors are you’re dead, and people want a face to put to the fire.”

I blinked. Shit, the goblinfire.

“That’s still burning?” I asked.

“They managed to cordon it off,” Captain said, “but almost half that quarter went up in flames. There was a patrol near, thankfully, so Istrid managed to have the Sixth evacuate the people in time.”

It was a small relief that I wouldn’t have to add more lives to my tally so soon after the last ones. Chider had been the one to throw in the goblinfire, but Chider was dead, meaning I was the last claimant alive to take responsibility for that night’s butchery.

I tightened my belt and made sure my knife’s sheath was properly placed. No sword, but that was to be expected after the Lone Swordsman’s blade cut into my last one. A blade wrecked like that would need replacing.

“Let’s go and get this over with,” I muttered, more exhausted than even my wounds warranted.

I am the Squire now, I thought. I’d gotten the power I’d bargained for, and in sparing the Lone Swordsman I had sown the seeds of the rebellion that would let me rise higher still.

It was not my right to now shy away from the paying of my dues, not even if they tasted like ash in my mouth.

The inn I’d been stashed away in was deserted, save for a handful of Blackguards at the entrance, but that was a deceptive look.

Crossing the threshold into the street I felt the buzz of magic against my skin, the telltale sign I’d just passed through a ward. There had been no carelessness, only the appearance of it, and part of me wondered if I’d just been used as bait. If the Black Knight was cold enough a man to murder three to keep me alive and in the same breath decide to use me as a lure for the Lone Swordsman, should he still be in the city.

And Black was that cold.

I’d known from the start that the Carrion Lord was a monster. I’d struck a bargain with him anyway. To balk at the costs of that now felt like I was lying to myself, trying to deny I’d made the decision cold and after weighing the costs.

I ignored the Blackguards when they saluted, following Captain into the streets. No escort came with us, but there hardly seemed a need for it when I had one of the Calamities leading the way.

We began hearing the crowd long before we got anywhere near the Court of Swords. That great plaza was one of the few concessions the old counts of Summerholm had made to their city being more than a fortress, one of the few entirely open spaces.

Back in the days of the Old Kingdom the rulers of Summerholm held justice there, rendering their judgements before the crowd. Governor Laila had preferred the fortress for that purpose, I’d been told, another reminder of the differences: The Sarsfields had dealt out judgements in the open, where all could see, but the imperial governor had preferred them behind walls.

However fanciful the name, the plaza bore no swords and hardly even a statue. The name “Court of Swords” came from the way Count Harlay the Grim had once taken the arms of a slaughtered Praesi army and piled them up there as an offer to the Fairfax king of the time instead of the taxes he’d owed. It was a famous story, though not seen often in tapestry and paint in Laure for reasons obvious.

History was no refuge for me, though, not when I saw the sheer number of people gathered here before me.

The better part of Summerholm’s inhabitants—around twenty-eight thousand, I’d been taught—had gathered in the Court, the sound of all those whispers almost deafening. Gallows had been erected in the center of the plaza, surrounded by a square of legionaries six men deep.

Black sat astride his mount in front of the wooden structure with Scribe standing by him, still as a statue. For once, she did not seem to be paying attention to anything but what was happening in front of her. The people parted in front of Captain like a receding tide, falling silent at the sight of the tall Named striding across the paving stone.

I still remembered the same in Laure, but back then people had ignored me, considered me barely an afterthought. Here I could see from the corner of my eye people pointing at me when they thought I wasn’t looking.

Squire, I heard whispered. Traitor came up nearly as often, and the epithet wouldn’t have stung as much had there not been a grain of truth to it.

I kept my eyes fixed straight ahead and matched Captain’s stride as best I could. Black was in full armor, I noticed as soon as we drew close—he wore a helmet, and the closed grate covered his eyes.

“Squire,” he greeted me, still looking toward the gallows.

“Black,” I bit out, then hesitated.

Without a look at his face, I could not read him. This did not feel like one of our afternoon talks while riding, though, or like I was dealing with the same man at all. He smacked, now, of the Carrion Lord.

“Sir,” I said through gritted teeth. “What is this?”

“The restoration of order.”

The gallows were no more than thirty feet away, so I could now see who was on them. There must have been fifty people standing in two lines behind the nooses, and I recognized every single one of them. They were the patrons from the Lost Crown and a handful I’d seen in the royal smithy that must have survived to be captured.

“You can’t be serious,” I said urgently. “Not all of them were members of the Sons. Some just at the wrong tavern, maybe they had sympathies but—”

“But they gave aid and succor to those who carried out the assassination of an imperial governor,” he said flatly, interrupting me. “Treason, which fetches the noose.”

My teeth clenched until I felt like the gums would bleed. “You used to have spies in the Sons. You can sort out who the members are,” I said. “The rest, you can spare them. A boon to me, like in Peren Woods.”

Green eyes stared me down through the holes in his helmet. “And what would you earn that boon with, Squire?” he asked.

My lips thinned. “The sword—” I began.

“Bought and paid for,” the Carrion Lord said. “You have won nothing, Catherine, save your Name. Had you brought me a hero’s corpse there would have been bargain, but now?” He shrugged. “You made a choice. They have consequences.”

The streak of fury burned white-hot in my belly.

“Is that what this is?” I hissed. “I didn’t kill the Lone Swordsman, so you’re teaching me a lesson?”

“I am hanging traitors who took up arms against the Tower,” he corrected sharply. “I am not in the habit of wasting lives over petty lessons.”

“This is blind butchery,” I appealed. “You’ll be hated for this.”

“I am already hated in this city,” he said. “An acceptable loss, if I am also feared.”

I reached for the power of my Name, a way to make this stop, but there was nothing. Not a drop of the power I’d used to crush my enemies even when I reached as deep as I could.

“You bound my Name,” I accused him.

“Your powerlessness is of your own doing,” the Black Knight replied. “You took action that ran against your Role and so thinned your bond to it.”

It rang of truth, and that made it bite all the deeper.

Mine was a villain’s Name, and I had not killed the hero when I had him in the palm of my hand.

My anger felt ajar, askew, but I could not release it; what else did I have left to hold?

“It’s not just rebels you’re hanging, not just the guilty,” I said. “You’re killing the innocent to make a point.”

Because no tavern could be filled entirely with partisans. There were, standing on the gallows, people who had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. And now they were going to die for it.

“Child,” he gently replied, “I have killed them for less.”

I’d thought I’d known hate before, but I hadn’t.

It had not been personal, what I felt for Governor Kojo—he’d been a faceless figure, until the very end of it.

But now the Black Knight sat there on his horse, face hidden yet anything but faceless. I knew the man looking down on me from above, had laughed and argued with him. Had sometimes caught myself liking him. But now he was every fucking sneering Praesi I’d come across eyeing me like I was just cattle in their herd. Pretending the laws they upheld were anything other than rules the Wasteland used to fix the game so they’d win every time.

I had, somehow, thought better of him. That was why it burned so much.

“I will have no part in this,” I spoke, voice so cold and furious I could hardly believe it was my own.

My fingers closed against the handle of my knife. His stare never wavered, and I realized how absurd I must have seemed to him, the girl who couldn’t even use her Name and was still threatening to pull a knife on the Black Knight.

There were two other Named standing within ten feet of me, and even through the haze of rage that fact managed to sink in. I loosened my fingers.

“I will have no part in this,” I repeated, more calmly.

I might not be able to stop this, but I didn’t have to pretend I endorsed it in any way.

I turned to leave, to go anywhere but here—

“Stop.”

My limbs froze.

I’d thought I knew fear. I’d felt it the night we first met, when the Black Knight’s power had choked the very air of the alleyway. I was wrong. Oh, so very wrong. My heart spasmed, and dark things lurked just out of my sight, thirsting for my death, but my limbs just refused to move.

“Captain, make her face it.”

A large hand caught my shoulder, turned me around with strength I would have been unable to fight even if my limbs were not shaking. Captain’s wide face was calm as a windless pond, not a hint of doubt to be found.

The monster on the dead horse had opened the grate of his helm. He studied me without a speck of emotion in his eyes. The almost indolent amusement he always displayed sliding off his face like water off a clay mask.

There was no humanity in the thing I was facing, and finally I could say I’d met the Black Knight.

The real one.

“Did you think this was a game, Catherine?” he asked. “Power cuts both ways. Authority comes with responsibility, and ambitions such as yours demand sacrifice, so you will stand here and watch.”

I did. A scream bubbled up my throat, never ripping its way free, and I did.

A hush went over the crowd as General Sacker scuttled up onto the gallows, giving her legionaries a sharp gesture to get on with it. Levers were pulled, the ground opened beneath the prisoners, and twenty-five Callowans died of a broken neck. Thousands stood in the Court, and you could have heard a pin drop. Legionaries untied the corpses as soon as the last one stopped twitching, letting them fall down the hatches as they pushed the second row of prisoners forward.

I read their faces one after another, too dazed to be properly horrified.

In the middle of the line stood a slender blond girl with gray eyes. Elise.

Our eyes met, and recognition flickered across her face, followed by something like pleading. Gods, forgive me. I didn’t know, when I made the choice. I hadn’t known it would be like this, not armies fighting on some dusty field but my people hanging from ropes until they died, corpses falling so another row could follow after them. These weren’t bandits like the Foxtails, people who’d taken up arms and chosen to be part of the game. I’d thought it would be soldiers and Named who paid, not just… people.

A heartbeat passed, and the beautiful face turned to disgust. She spat on the ground as the noose was settled around her neck.

General Sacker gestured again, and Elise died.

The crowd let out a long breath, and just like that it was over. Tens of thousands stood in the Court of Swords, surrounding less than two hundred legionaries. Even if not a single Callowan here were armed, that handful of soldiers could have been torn apart in a tide of rage.

But as the last corpse dropped under the gallows, instead they started to disperse. Cowed.

Just like me.

“We leave at Noon Bell,” Black said calmly. “Get back to the barracks by then.”

Without another word he rode away, his steel-clad horse obeying the unspoken commands of his Name.

I staggered away numbly, my legs taking me away from the Court. It didn’t matter where, as long as it wasn’t here. Anywhere but here.

How long I wandered I couldn’t say, but I ended up at the bottom of a dead-end alley. No one else was in sight.

I leaned against a wall, forehead coming to rest against the roughly hewn stone.

Slowly I fell to my knees, welcoming the burn of my wound as my body stretched. I was so very, very tired. Here I was, a month’s ride away from Laure, and suddenly I was aware of how very alone I really was. I was surrounded by people who hated me, people I’d willingly set aside for the company of the monsters killing them.

And now after these damning choices here I was, without even the protection of the Name I’d bartered my soul away for.

A dry sob wracked my throat, and I leaned my head against the wall, closing my eyes. I’d done this to myself, feeling clever and in control every step of the way. It had felt like a dream, really. One colorful absurdity after another: Names and visions and claims. I’d tricked a traitor and broken a famous sword, stolen back stolen gold.

The stuff legends were made of.

Maybe that was why I’d hardly thought about it twice—I couldn’t quite believe it was real, so I treated it like a story. I’d bantered with villains who’d soaked the pages of history books in blood like I was an equal instead of an ant they could step on without a second thought. Mere days ago I’d rolled my eyes at the green-eyed creature I’d met in the Court today, at the thing lurking under the façade of the lackadaisical villain I’d thought I was getting to know. The thought of that now chilled my blood: It was like playing cards with a devil.

There was no believing this was a dream now, not when I could still hear the sound of Callowan necks snapping under the rope.

Tears fell down my cheeks, and I let them.

If this wasn’t worth crying about, what was?


Chapter nineteen
Villain
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“All lessons worth learning are drenched in blood.”

—Dread Empress Triumphant, First and Only of Her Name

We rode east, for Ater.

So many had died, back in Summerholm, and some part of me felt like it had died with them. I got up for the sword lessons and kept up my readings, but I hadn’t spoken a sentence longer than a few words to the Black Knight since Summerholm. Our afternoon lessons, the ones where we had talked, did not resume.

By the fourth day of riding, we were past the territory east of the Hwaerte that belonged to the governorship of Summerholm and into the lands of the Reach. Mere months ago, I had been besides myself with excitement at the thought of journeying through here. The Reach had never belonged entirely to Praes or Callow, ever in the middle of the tug-of-war between the two realms, and it had a vivid history. Some called it the Land of a Thousand Castles, for the old Fairfax decree that ennobled any knight who raised a castle in the Reach and kept it for three years, while other scholars named it the Red March for the sheer amount of battles waged on its open plains.

The famous trickster, Oliver Silvertongue, had once convinced both Laure and the Tower to crown him King of the Reach for twenty years, before his kingdom came falling down on his head. His old capital of Thornmere, with its renowned Empty Tombs, was something I’d wanted to see before I died.

Yet I found I could not muster a speck of excitement when I stared out at the fields stretching out in every direction, grasslands claiming the horizon as far as the eye could see. Unlike the golden fields of the heartlands of Callow, most of these lands were still empty. Farms sprouted around the motte-and-bailey castles—little more than towers surrounded by a palisade—that were so common to the western half, but in between the land was wild.

We stayed on the old Miezan road, an ancient highway built to connect Summerholm to the Blessed Isle, and stuck to the villages that littered it roadside.

Our pace was quick, regular stations of imperial couriers allowing the Blackguards to change their mounts to fresh ones, but it would still be at least a month before we reached what could be considered the westernmost border of the Wasteland: the Blessed Isle.

I spent my evenings in silence, staring at closed books and thinking about the city I’d left behind and all the ugly things that’d happened between those walls. I’d killed before, either cold or in a fight—the two men in Laure, the Foxtails. But the sacrifices—three men bled like pigs to heal me? Even now that my rage and shame had cooled, it still felt like a line crossed.

It made me nauseous. They hadn’t died for a greater purpose, those men. Instead, they’d died because I’d picked a fight with the Lone Swordsman in service to villains.

I’d not wielded the knife or sent for the mages, so perhaps those deaths were not entirely my fault. But it could not be denied they were my responsibility.

As for the hangings… The Sons had been dead, sooner or later, but I could not shake the thought that they had been only a part of those hanged. Some had died who were sympathizers only and fucking Hells, but wasn’t I one of those too? I’d chosen to bargain with Praes because I thought it the only way to get what I wanted, but if I had the choice between them being magically gone and continuing down this road? Hardly a choice at all.

Were they innocent, as I’d carelessly said? No, perhaps not. But they were mainly guilty of hating the Empire, and if the Black Knight hung every sympathizer in Summerholm, there’d be nobody left in the city but the Legions.

Again and again I went over that afternoon, staring at nothing, and the more I felt like something had gone wrong earlier, during the fight with the Swordsman. My hands still shook when I thought of how close I’d come to dying that night—I would not soon forget the sensation slowly bleeding out on the floor as the hero walked away. If he’d been even a little more thorough, just a little less sure my wound would kill me…

I took a deep breath and steadied my hand, looking away from the copy of Thirteen and One I had yet to crack open.

The thought of fighting the Lone Swordsman sent dread creeping up my spine. It wasn’t his eerie sword or his skills that had me flinching away though. It was the echo of the whispers from the crowd in the Court of Swords, the indignation in his voice. I’d thought I was prepared to be called a traitor by my people; I’d gone into this knowing they’d consider me one. But after actually living through it, I knew that’d been naive. Some part of me had wanted to set myself apart from what was happening, to prove to them I wasn’t betraying the land I wanted to save.

“Consequence,” I reminded myself in a murmur, finger idly stroking the book’s spine.

Trying to walk away had been the end of the road, not the beginning. So what was it that’d led me there?

I’d finally come into power, become the Squire, but now I could not use so much as a sliver of that power. Once I’d been taught that a Name was not simply a well I could draw power from, it was a story—a Role. Was that the trouble? Was it simply that I had not slain the Lone Swordsman and so I had failed as a villain. It can’t be, I thought. Plenty of villains had spared heroes in stories for all sorts of reasons, and they’d not suddenly turned powerless for it. There was something I was missing.

Or I was just trying to convince myself that this hadn’t all been a mistake when it had been.

I knew that one person might have answers for me, but I just couldn’t. Putting aside that the Black Knight implied knowing I had willingly spared the Lone Swordsman, just the sight of him was enough to fill me with cold anger. His voice had turned strange when he’d ordered me to stop, and my body had obeyed regardless of what I wanted. He’d done something, more than just smothering my mind with terror.

He’d bent my will, and that wasn’t something I intended to forget.

[image: scene-break]

Captain sat across me at the table, the lot of us stopping by another of the hundreds of roadside inns alongside the Miezan highway, and placed a bowl of steamed lamb and greens before me. The wooden bench creaked under the weight of her.

“Eat,” she said. “The kitchen’s closing for the night, so it’s now and never.”

I thanked her with a nod, but said nothing. Not even when she tried to engage me in idle conversation.

It might have been the Black Knight who called me to heel with a single word, but I’d not forgot it was her hand that had stayed on my shoulder and kept me looking at the hangings.

And Callowans? We kept grudges.
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The days passed one after another, at once too slow and too quick.

Disgusted with the company of the others, I dug into the books instead. Trade and histories, most of them about Praes. The Wasteland had been a mess long before the Empire was declared: there’d been no less than four Sanke kingdoms in the north, fighting each other over land, and unlike the Callowan petty kingdoms there’d been no sign they were ever going to unify before the Miezans rolled in and conquered everything. Down south, the desert tribes that would become the Taghreb had slaughtered each other mercilessly over water and riches.

Long before Praesi had learned to fight Callow, they had fought each other; the Taghreb had frequently raided into the southernmost Sanke kingdoms, prompting those proud kings to send brutal punitive expeditions into the sands.

Back then the goblin tribes in the Gray Eyries had been nothing more than a presence looming in the background, though they’d already been forging iron weaponry when everyone else was still using bronze. It’d been the Clans that were the great force to be reckoned with, back in those days. Humans trod lightly around the orcs, fearful of the great hordes in the Steppes that descended like a flood of death every few decades.

I tried to lose myself in that distant past, but it was a feeble distraction. Every day took us closer to the Blessed Isle, to the unspoken border between Praes and the rest of the world. To an invisible line that, if crossed, would be as good as my admitting that no matter how many people were bled like pigs for me, I was to stick to my plans. To my cause. Somehow I knew that if I stepped foot in the Wasteland after all this, if I didn’t just run for it or try to kill the monsters, then I was losing the right to object.

Anything I would say after that would be noise and not a fucking thing more.

I was still choking on that truth when we first came in sight of the Blessed Isle—Kasiwa, as Praesi called it.

Though I had imagined it as a windswept, barren rock turned to black glass by the horrors of goblinfire, it was anything but. In truth, the Blessed Isle was the largest island in the River Wasaliti, and the old fortress on it had been but a thin slice. There was greenery aplenty to be seen, and from a distance the isle looked like a great beast lying down in the racing waters, wreathed by curtains of mist.

The highway led us to a great jutting stone bridge, Miezan work like the stones beneath the hooves of our horses. I’d been near the back of the company, so by the time I reached the small Praesi fort raised before the bridge, it had already been arranged for us to pass through.

I watched roiling white waters lap at the stony shore and followed the others onto the misty bridge. It was like marching through veils, until we reached the other side, and suddenly the paleness was gone: The evening sun hammered down at us, dispersing it, and at last I saw before me the fearsome scene I had been expecting.

Saltfen, the great fortress once held by the paladins of the Order of the White Hand, had stood between the two bridges that linked the Blessed Isle to the shores of the river. Now it was a blackened ruin, its stone melted like candle wax that flowed like rivers on the ground. The Order had been wiped out root and stem here as the clarion call of the Conquest, the paladins killed to the last so that they could never rise again.

It had been the moment when Callow started taking the newest Black Knight seriously, though not quite enough: Mere weeks later the infamous massacre on the Fields of Streges had broken the Old Kingdom’s spine.

We rode under the broken arches of the only gate in silence, the wind hurling itself at the ruins sounding eerily like a dirge. It was said that if you listened closely, you could still hear the screams of the two thousand souls who’d burned alive.

“We’ll camp here,” the Black Knight called out from farther ahead.

At Black’s words, I looked up, gauging that the sun would set in an hour or so. Too soon for us to cross the Isle from one side to another.

The Blackguards immediately set to making camp under one what had once been a large tower, before it burst like a rotten tree. They put up the tents and started fires for cooking, some having left the party to hunt earlier and caught a handful of rabbits. Lieutenant Abase had told me as much, before he tired of my one-word answers and returned to his men. None of this was his fault, I knew, but neither could I exonerate him. He was a servant of the Carrion Lord, same as the rest of the Blackguards.

Would he even hesitate, if the Black Knight told him to smother a babe?

I left Zombie in what must have once been stables, avoiding the company of Captain who was sitting by the fire. Scribe had disappeared two days ago and had yet to return, not that I cared.

We had hardly spoken two words to one another since Summerholm, our old semblance of an accord long gone.

I could have just retired to my tent with a book and a candle, but after a long day’s ride I wanted nothing more than to stretch my legs. So instead I wandered off into the ruins instead, not quite sure what I expected to find.

The fortress had been rendered thoroughly unusable, that was plain to see. Even the inside of most structures was scorched, and not a single roof had survived the taking of the Isle. Here and there skeletons peeked out from under the debris, the bones themselves blackened and warped as a grim reminder of the dangers of goblinfire.

It was strange to think that the Blessed Isle had once been inhabited. By the Order of the White Hand, yes, but those had only been the latest in a long line.

The Blessed Isle had been a Miezan fortress and later a thriving colony of theirs, back in the Age of Dawn—its latter part, the one historians called the Invasions Period. Since the end of the Miezan Empire, it had changed hands hundreds of times, announcing the wax and wane of Praes’s strength. Whenever the Dread Empire had held the island, it pushed deep into the Reach, warring with the Counts of Summerholm, and when the Kingdom of Callow held the Isle it tended to raid into the Praesi breadbasket of the Green Stretch.

Before the Conquest it had been in Callowan hands for near a century, and Saltfen was made into the fortress-temple of the Order of the White Hand—steel-clad paladins who guarded the eastern border of the kingdom. They had, famously been a thorn in the Dread Empire’s side. There were still songs sung about the time they’d ridden up to the nine gates of Ater, leaving the corpse of a Praesi general in sight of the city walls as a warning against designs to the west.

There was no trace left of their pride in the ruins around me, only ash and bones.

I let my feet take me wherever they felt, eventually ending up by the half-melted western rampart.

The view from there was striking. In the distance, fields swallowed the horizon, tinted red by the light of the setting sun, and the old Miezan highway led back to Summerholm. The city I’d fled yet could not seem to leave behind. Tonight was, I realized, the last chance I would ever have to choose otherwise. To be anything but the Squire, another killer under the Tower’s banner no matter my reasons for standing there.

I clenched my fingers, then slowly unclenched them.

Should I run? Was it too late? The Vestry sermons told you it was never that, that the Heavens always gave the repentant a chance, but I wasn’t even sure I was that. Was I truly sorry, or just having a hard time swallowing the ugliness of what still lay ahead?

My eyes stayed fixed on that lonely road.

“What would be the point,” I murmured, “if I’m not sure I’m wrong?”

But I was not sure I was right, either, and that was not a thought easily set aside.

Mist drifted in the way, cutting me from the sight, and I wrenched myself away. I can’t stay here, I thought, unsure whether I meant this rampart or this entire damned island. Moving back toward the camp for lack of a better place to go, I crossed into an open courtyard surrounded by a quartet of smaller bastions.

And stopped dead in my tracks, for I was no longer alone.

Lounging on a miraculously untouched stone bench, a strikingly beautiful Sanke girl was watching me with a pleasant smile. I reached for my sword before realizing I’d left my replacement back in camp—I no longer wore it outside of my lessons, almost disgusted at the touch. I bore only my knife, and in the dying light of day I could see that the Heiress had a bare sword resting across her lap.

“Catherine Foundling,” the dark-skinned girl greeted me amiably, her sing-song accent caressing the words. “It is past time we met properly.”

“Heiress,” I said, “I didn’t think you’d be inclined to talk, after what you pulled in Summerholm.”

The aristocrat shrugged. I resented how she somehow managed to make it look elegant. “It was nothing personal, Catherine,” she told me. “I thought you a threat, back then, and this is simply how the game is played.”

I gritted my teeth. She’d set the other three claimants—well, maybe two, Rashid had probably got there on his own—on me, and it was nothing personal?

After a heartbeat, I frowned, narrowing in on the tidbit she’d laid out for me. “Back then,” I repeated.

Heiress smiled, warm and friendly. “I know better now. I was not sure, after you let the hero go, but after that display in the Court of Swords, there can be no doubt.”

My blood ran cold. There’d been nobody else on the walls when I’d pushed the Lone Swordsman into the river. How could she—

No. She might be guessing. No need to hand her leverage she might not have.

“Not sure what you’re talking about,” I grunted. “The Lone Swordsman got away on his own—heroes have that knack, you know.”

The beautiful girl laughed. “Of course he did. I withdraw any implication to the contrary. Still, there is no need for us to be enemies.”

I raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“You distrust me, which is wise,” Heiress said. “To remedy this, I have come with a peace offering.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I was under the impression that your Role and mine were supposed to be at odds.”

Some sort of rival, though for what exactly I was yet unsure.

“We would be,” she agreed. “If you were a true Squire.”

My fingers closed against the handle of my knife.

“Would you care to repeat that?” I mildly said. “I didn’t quite catch what you said.”

She waved away the threat. “Come now, Foundling—you don’t actually want to be the Squire, do you? You made that much clear in Summerholm.”

“I’ve killed for this Name,” I replied coldly. “Careful, Heiress.”

“I’ve killed for good theater seats, my dear,” she chuckled. “That is the way of things, in the Wasteland. It is why you are so disgusted with us, is it not?”

“If you’re looking for an impassioned defense of the Praesi moral fiber, I’m afraid you’re barking up the wrong tree,” I replied through gritted teeth.

“Oh, I quite agree,” Heiress told me feelingly. “You are different, Catherine. Trying to be one of us can only hurt you. That is why I came to offer you a way out.”

I went still.

“You feel trapped, right now,” the other girl told me, and my fingers clenched into fists at how well she’d read me, “but you do not have to be. I have a ship waiting south of here, and its crew is under orders to get you back to Laure safely.”

She paused.

“Or anywhere else you want to go, for that matter,” Heiress said. “You can start over without all this horror hanging over your head. Tonight. You need only say the word.”

My heartbeat caught.

She was telling the truth.

I knew it in my guts.

If I accepted, I’d set out on a ship tonight and leave before anyone could catch me. I couldn’t go back to Laure, obviously, but I could sail down the Wasaliti until I reached Mercantis and make my way into the Free Cities. Enroll in a mercenary company or find a place on one of the ships that sailed the Samite Gulf. I’d be beyond the Empire’s reach, there. Safe.

The temptation was nearly a physical thing, as heady as desire.

And yet.

“And should I refuse?” I asked quietly.

“Are you?” Heiress murmured, her pleasant smile never wavering. “Refusing, that is.”

It was such a pretty smile. Shame about the way it didn’t reach her eyes.

I straightened my back. “I think I am.”

She sighed, crossing her legs. “I had hoped we could do this without resorting to unpleasantness. Are you quite sure we cannot come to terms?”

“More sure by the moment,” I replied flatly.

“Well, then,” Heiress said, all pretense of pleasantness melting away. “As we speak, I have men surrounding the Laure House for Tragically Orphaned Girls. If I give the word, everyone inside will be dead by morning. The matron, the girls you shared a dormitory with, even the babes. Every last one of them will be put to the sword unless you abandon your Name tonight.”

Not even the thin amusement of hearing someone use Mire House’s formal name was enough to stop my blood running cold. She’d delivered her threat as if it were idle conversation—nothing particularly noteworthy, just something to mention over a pint. Was she bluffing? Maybe. But she had the resources to arrange this, and she didn’t strike me as the kind of person afraid to use every tool at her disposal.

“I’m not asking for your life,” Heiress told me patiently, “merely that you get out of my way.”

“‘If you give the word,’” I repeated. “That assumes you’re alive to do so.”

Heiress laughed. “I have come in the fullness of my Name, Catherine. You have not been seen training your Name since Summerholm and are as good as unarmed. And if that is not enough for you…”

She snapped her fingers, and in near-silence four silhouettes stepped out of the spreading shadows. Thick cloaks hid their features, but there was no hiding the crossbows being pointed at me.

They were spread out in the courtyard, their lines of fire overlapping only on me.

“Be reasonable, Catherine,” Heiress said. “Surrender is the only rational course left to you.”

I closed my eyes.

How many girls were there, in the orphanage? At least forty, and a third of them no older than ten. She’d kill them all and not lose a wink of sleep over it, if she thought she had to.

Gods, I was so sick of this. Barely three months, and I was so very tired.

I opened my eyes and exhaled, looking up into the sky. The moon was out.

I laughed.

“Thank you,” I said.

Heiress frowned.

“I should thank Black too, I suppose. This was a lesson I needed to learn.”

“I don’t follow,” my rival said.

“I’ve been thinking about this all wrong, you see. I was raised in Callow, and there’s a way to things there. The shepherd boy picks up the fated sword, slays the dragon, and is revealed to have been a prince all along.” I smiled at her.

“This was never going to be that kind of story.”

Gods, I’d wanted it to be. Deep down, I’d thought that just doing good things under an Evil Role would see me through this. That I could walk the line without really dirtying my hands in a way I’d regret for the rest of my life.

“Do it,” I told her. “Kill them. I can’t bend, we both know that. If I give in once you’ll just use it against me over and over again.”

I couldn’t beat the monsters by being better than them. I’d never had that in me. Too much impatience, too much recklessness. Too little care for doing the right thing.

That was all right, though. There was another way: Be the bigger monster.

“Do you think I am lying?” Heiress asked, voice low and dangerous.

“I know you’re not,” I admitted. “Which is why I’m going to say this: If a single one of them dies, I will make a monument to ruin of you.”

I stepped forward.

“All that has ever given you joy, I will turn to ashes. Everyone you’ve ever loved I will break so thoroughly they die cursing your name. I will undo everything you’ve ever accomplished, wipe the slate of your existence so clean there won’t be a person alive that remembers you were ever born. I will take no pleasure in it, but I will do it.”

Eyes cold as ice, I bared my teeth.

“I will do it, Heiress, so that the next time some smug Praesi prick tells me to surrender I can point to the wasteland that was once you and watch them flinch.”

“You don’t have it in you,” she replied, face blank.

“Try me,” I hissed.

I was done hesitating, flinching at the sight of blood on my hands. What good would my scruples do the world? Not a fucking thing. There was fear lurking under the beautiful mask when Heiress met my eyes, and I relished it. It was about time they started taking me seriously.

“I could kill you, here and now,” Heiress said.

“You could try,” I corrected with a breathless laugh. “Here I am, as you said, abandoned by my Name with only a knife to defend myself. You’ve got four big men with crossbows and a fancy sword in your lap. Look into my eyes, Heiress: Do I look afraid to you? You’ve stacked the odds, but have you stacked them enough?”

She hesitated.

I’d never felt more alive than I did in that moment, when that clever wretch took a look at me standing alone in her trap and faltered. I had nothing to me but my anger, but that was more than enough.

You could change the world, with the right kind of anger.

“Kill her,” Heiress ordered, but I was already moving with my knife in hand.

Three strings twanged, and I felt a bolt come within a hair’s breadth of my throat. Too slow. I was on the first man before he could even drop his crossbow: I slipped behind him, letting the last shot bury itself in his stomach. Laying a hand on his shoulder, I slid my knife across his throat and let him drop to the ground.

By the time I was moving again, Heiress was nowhere in sight. That’s what fear does, Akua Sahelian. If you’d stayed you might have won, but now this can only go one way.

The second man had his sword out when I got to him, but after fighting real monsters every morning, I could have laughed at how sloppy his stance was. He swung too wild, and I slipped inside his guard, burying my knife in his eye to the hilt.

I snatched his sword before it could drop to the ground, letting the third one come to me as the last henchman finished reloading. A flick of my wrist had the tip of the blade pointed his way and he backed off warily. I circled to keep him between me and the man with the crossbow.

He seemed reluctant to attack, and I grinned when I realized why: He was afraid of me.

They both were.

I’d just killed the other two like it was a stroll through the market and sent their employer running without even needing to fight her.

I pushed forward, letting him catch my borrowed sword in a parry—he was too eager to keep me far away, and it cost him when I dropped the sword to catch his wrist.

His eyes widened in panic, but before he could say a word, I punched him in the belly. There was no armor under that cloak, only soft cloth, and I pried his fingers loose of his sword before hacking into his neck with it like I was reaping wheat.

I turned my eyes to the last one, bloodied blade in hand as the tip of his crossbow shook in his unsteady hands.

“Pray you don’t miss,” I told him, “for you won’t get a second shot.”

Steadying his hands, the man took aim carefully.

Whether I could have dodged the quarrel or not would remain a mystery: Before he could do anything, a tendril of shadow slithered its way up his throat and started choking him. The man clawed at it frantically, but the shadow stayed on his skin.

A minute passed before he fell to the ground, blue in the face and eyes bloodshot.

I cast an eye around the courtyard and saw Black sitting on top of a bastion wall, legs dangling off the edge. He seemed amused, the mask of indolence he liked to affect once more painted over his face. The Carrion Lord remained silent, breaking off a piece of bread and popping it into his mouth. I strode toward the first man I’d killed, wrenching out my knife and wiping the blade on his cloak."

I felt my Name stir deep inside of me as I sheathed the knife and smiled a hard smile. Liked that, did you? Good. We’re far from done, you and I. Slowly, I turned to face the Black Knight.

“I’ve missed enough lessons,” I said. “Let’s get back to it.”

“How can you justify working for these tyrants?” the Lone Swordsman had asked.

I finally had my answer.

Justifications only mattered to the just.


Epilogue
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“The trick with heroism is to do it to other people before they do it to you.”

—Aldred Alban of Callow, the Prince Errant

William Greenbury woke up looking at the sun.

His lips were blistered and his body a mass of bruises. He was half-drowned and half-dead, but it was the most like himself he had felt in months. Nowadays he wasn’t someone who could allow themselves to be daunted, to be beaten, but William hadn’t always been Named. The aches in his body, the stutter in his certainty, they reminded him of the boy he’d been before he wandered out into the wilds.

With his back in the sand, birds singing in the distance as water lapped at his feet, the Lone Swordsman let himself enjoy the warmth of the sun on his skin. Not for long, though. Rest was not for the likes of him. Even when he dared to feel like that boy, William knew better than to think they could ever be the same person again.

Some lines could not be uncrossed.

The Lone Swordsman dragged himself up to sit in the sand, finding himself by the shore of the River Hwaerte. The western shore, he decided. Groping at his side he found that his sword was absent; the Penitent’s Blade had gone missing, but save for the discomfort of being unarmed, he was not worried. It would turn up sooner or later.

That blade was not the sort of thing he could be so easily rid of.

Though William could not well remember his time in the river past the first few terrifying moments—darkness and the depths pulling him, the impact stealing air out of his lungs as he struggled to get rid of his mail—he remembered his coat ripping against rock and grimaced when he saw in the light of day how mangled it had become.

He must have hit rocks after he fell unconscious, and while another man might have considered himself lucky he’d not split his skull—and indeed felt nothing worse than bruises—the Lone Swordsman had expected nothing less. After those first terrible moments in the river, William had remembered he need not be afraid of dying in the water: Providence would see to it he did not. That was the nature of providence, Good’s gift of luck, that blessing of heroes. It would be a last stand or a villain that took William’s life, not a deep river and a bad knock. Fate would see to it he lived until he died the right way, for the right cause. This much he was owed as a hero in the service of the Gods Above.

Or it would try to see to it, at least.

Fate only got you so far, as William had learned from a generation of heroes butchered by the Carrion Lord.

That reminder of his relative mortality fresh in mind, when a stranger came up the beach the Lone Swordsman hastily rose to his feet. He scrambled for something he might use as a weapon and found a length of driftwood that should suffice, about the length of a sword—which his aspect preferred, even if it was not truly required. Swing would work on anything he could fit in his hand, even a horse, if he held it by the leg. Only, the stranger did not look like an enemy. He was a tall and muscled man, but though he bore a spear, he did not look ready for battle. If so, William assumed he would have worn more than leather pants and a vest that left his heavily tattooed torso mostly bare.

“Hello there,” the man cheerfully called out. “You look as if you’ve had an interesting night.”

“You might say that,” William replied, smiling back.

He made sure to stay near that piece of driftwood. Friendly did not mean harmless. Especially not, the hero realized, when this entire time there had been silver bells hanging in the man’s long brown hair, and he was only now beginning to hear them. The manifold… uniqueness of the stranger at last let him put together what he’d missed: Providence might have half-ruined his coat, but he’d got something much more precious out of her.

“I was in a fight with the Squire,” he continued, “and ended up thrown into the river.”

“Callow’s got a Squire now?” the other man asked, sounding surprised. “I thought the Calamities got all the old knights.”

The stranger was Callowan, William caught, but he couldn’t quite place the accent save that it was not from the south. Not Laure either, he corrected after a moment; their drawl was distinctive.

“This one is apprenticed to the Carrion Lord, I suspect,” William said.

“Oh, just a villain then,” the brown-haired man said, sounding disappointed.

That was promising. The man then rubbed his chin with a thoughtful look.

“Would that make you Named, then?”

“I am the Lone Swordsman,” William Greenbury replied. “A hero sworn to free the Kingdom of Callow from the Tower’s yoke.”

The other man beamed at him. “That’s nice,” he said. “I always thought someone should get around to that.”

William cleared his throat, unsure whether or not he was being mocked. “And you are?”

“Oh, I’m Hunter,” the brown-haired man said. “I’m a pupil of the Lady of the Lake, she sent me out here to hunt a solstice stag.”

As in the magical stag that announced the change of the seasons? A tall order, though if the Hunter truly was a student at Refuge that was only to be expected.

The Ranger had taught many pupils since parting ways with the Calamities to found her hidden town. Most of them had gone on to earn fearsome reputations.

“… did you catch it?” William asked after a moment.

“I did!” Hunter said, beaming. “Only, I cut my thumb getting the heart out, and when I licked it I think I might have drank of its blood at the same time, because the heart suddenly shriveled, and I can talk to birds now!”

The Lone Swordsman grasped, at last, that he had not been getting mocked earlier.

Oh no, it was much worse than that.

Hunter was nice.

“I mean, I say birds but it’s really only blue jays, and they don’t have much to say,” Hunter said. “Now if I’d scored owls, maybe that would get me somewhere, but—”

“Will you be returning to Refuge, then?” William desperately asked.

Another dip in the Hwaerte might be preferable to continuing this… whatever this was.

“Sounds about right,” Hunter mused. “I got curious when the blue jays told me someone had washed up here, but I’ve met you now, so there’s no more reason to delay.”

Blue jays? No, best not to encourage him.

“I would journey with you, if you will allow it,” the Lone Swordsman said.

Providence had led him to this meeting for a reason. There was an opportunity to seize.

“I don’t see why not,” Hunter said. “Are you going to meet the Lady?”

William’s fingers clenched into a fist. His loss at the Squire’s hand had been a fluke. He’d been taken aback by her walking off what should have been a lethal wound and her sudden strength.

But that he could still be taken by surprise thus was a weakness, one certain to see him killed if he faced the likes of the Calamities. He’d thought he was ready, after the successes of the raids, but how was he to face the likes of the Carrion Lord if the man’s fresh apprentice was enough to trouble him?

He needed training, to learn how to kill other Named, and there was no better place than Refuge for this.

The Ranger taught heroes and villains alike, and it was said she’d once been the Black Knight’s own teacher.

“I must,” the Lone Swordsman said somberly.

“You don’t need to look so serious,” Hunter reassured him. “She hasn’t killed a petitioner in years!”

William swallowed. He had not known petitioners got killed at all.

“Now it’s just all the others you have to worry about,” the brown-haired fool smiled winningly.

This was, the Lone Swordsman grimly realized, going to be a terribly long few months.

[image: scene-break]

Seven days after his defeat in Summerholm, as they followed the River Hwaerte south, the Lone Swordsman woke before dawn to find a familiar sword a washed up against the shore. The Penitent’s Blade wailed as he took it up once more, perfectly fitted to his hand.

The way all the finest punishments tended to be.

[image: scene-break]

The trip to Refuge should have taken two months but ended up closer to four.

They kept getting diverted. First there’d been a bandit captain going mad just north of Peren Woods, convinced she was the Queen of Blades come again and that she could do miracles. After she tried to have Hunter abducted so he could serve as a concubine they ended up fighting her bandits, finding out that both her madness and her “miraculous” powers were the result of a bargain with the fae gone horribly wrong. Hunter had suggested slaying the fae to free her, but William found it simpler to wait until she got drunk in a tavern, bar the gates, and set the place on fire.

No one walked out of the ashes. Trouble solved.

William thought them rid of trouble after that, but past the woods and farther down the river they stumbled into another mess near Dormer, where they intended to take a ship. The town they’d stopped in was taken over by ghosts, tormented spirits imprisoned after the fall of the Tower of Swans, after the amulet binding them was broken by some idiot apprentice. Up to his neck in angry ghosts who were trying to possess the townspeople to come back to life, William learned it was not the fault of some idiot apprentice but of the idiot apprentice.

“I’m very sorry,” the Bumbling Conjurer sheepishly said for the thirteenth time as William cut down some bearded wizard ghost trying to fry him with lightning bolts. “I was trying to purify the amulet, to set them free, but something must have gone wrong.”

“It’s fine,” Hunter shouted back. “I never got to fight ghosts before; it’s been very interesting!”

Both of them wanted to lure the ghosts in the vestry so the local sister—a girl their age—could purify them with Light, but William refused to spend three days playing cat and mouse games with spirits while the Empire breathed down their neck. Instead he captured one of the possessed and got the spirit inside to talk—they were, rightfully, terrified of the Penitent’s Blade. It turned out one of the mages from the Tower of Swans had secretly been a necromancer and corrupted the others when they were bound to the amulet, though the maddened ghost insisted it was not corruption but enlightenment.

The Lone Swordsman found and cut down that ghost, which brought the others back to their senses. The Bumbling Conjurer destroyed the remains of the amulet, and the dead passed on to the embrace of the Gods Above. The sister from the Vestry was a little miffed, as the ghost he’d cut down had been possessing her uncle, but he was not all that interested in her approval. Or allowing the Bumbling Conjurer to stick with them. The stringy, skinny young mage asked about going to Refuge at their side, but William would have none of it.

“Three Named together are sure to be caught,” he said. “Go to ground, Conjurer. When news of this trouble trickles out, the region is going to be crawling with spies and legionaries.”

It took promising the boy help to get into one of the old mage schools of Callow when they returned to Refuge to get him to agree, but better that than all of them getting a visit by the Sovereign of Red Skies.

William and Hunter—whose optimism yet refused to be dimmed—got on their ship in Dormer. The Legions were trying to close the port, but Baroness Anne Kendall refused to let them without a direct order from the governor-general of Callow. They avoided legionaries and found a berth on a trader, but William knew better than to think they were out of trouble. Proving him right, within days they’d crashed into an island and gotten drawn into a mess between the Smugglers’ Guild, Lake Asterion pirates, and an unscrupulous merchant cartel from Mercantis.

Having caught on to the pattern, providence’s heavy hand, the Lone Swordsman kept an eye out for the next one.

When an entire hold of wyvern meat being kept in Praesi cold boxes disappeared without a trace, he knew there was another of them on the island, but she sought them out first. The Thief was a young woman, dark-haired and slender.

“So you’re the one who kicked the hornet’s nest in Summerholm,” she said, looking unimpressed.

“I lost to the Squire,” William admitted. “I will not be caught out in such a way again.”

“Fat lot of help that’ll be to the people the Carrion Lord hanged,” Thief sharply said, then passed a hand through her short hair. “But I suppose at least you’re doing something.”

Hunter invited her to go with them to Refuge, but she was uninterested. Instead she gave them a warning.

“Word is the Baron’s looking to talk with you,” she told William. “Careful with that one. He’s only interested in screwing the Praesi if he gets more power out of it.”

“Worry not: I’d rather slit my own throat than deal with the likes of Vernon Angler,” the Lone Swordsman scorned.

They parted on good terms, and after William slew the pirate captain, and Hunter killed some kind of devil bird that’d sprouted from wyvern remains, they talked the surviving pirates into sailing them to Anthos. From there it was straight north to Refuge, deep into the Waning Woods.

The ancient forest was a nightmare haunted by wild fae and creatures that fed off the old primal magics of the deep forest, but William found he had an ace up his sleeve: Hunter knew the woods like the back of his hand. The man might have been a headache on legs, but he was the finest woodsman the Lone Swordsman had ever seen.

It was only a matter of days until they reached Refuge, the Lady of the Lake’s infamous landhold.

[image: scene-break]


They got there around noon, when the sun was shining against the surface of the mountain lake the town bordered. Enormous marble columns rose from the shore, tall as towers, and between them the ruins of an ancient Gigantes pleasure palace stretched out. Gardens of flowers and stone, pristine beaches, and balconies overlooking the lake. There, Hunter told him, the Lady of the Lake kept court and home.

Around the ancient palace had clustered tents and cottages, as if a hundred different camps were sticking to the marble for warmth. The lake’s water was crystal-clear, as startingly pure as the lake bordering his native Liesse, and William thought there must have been at least a thousand people there. Rough sorts, adventurers and hunters and woodsmen, but also what had to be merchants and nobles.

William was startled into stopping when he found the banner of the Kingdom Under flying on a squat stone building, the blue-and-gold cloth adorned at the bottom with the white eyes that were the mark of the Nagar Gate.

“The dwarves are here?” he quietly asked Hunter.

“Eh,” the other man replied. “Not really. Their embassy is all people from Mercantis. They only came the once decades ago. Mostly the Mercantians buy things from the Lady on behalf of the Nagar Gate.”

The Nagar Gate was the only dwarven gate anywhere near Callow, and it was still rather far. Nestled near on the coast of Lake Asterion, surrounded by the Gray Eyries on all sides, the gate to the great Kingdom Under largely did business with the city-state of Mercantis—which jealously guarded its stranglehold on those dwarven goods. The merchant lords of Mercantis were said to have close ties with the land-kings that held Nagar Gate for the dwarven emperor, the King Under the Mountain, so perhaps William should not have been surprised at Mercantians manning a “dwarven” embassy.

“What do they buy?” he asked curiously.

They were drawing attention walking to the palace, he saw. More Hunter than he, as the other man seemed well-liked and held in some respect.

“Stuff from deep in the woods,” Hunter absentmindedly replied. “Deaths, sometimes, but she doesn’t really do those unless she feels like it.”

The tall man’s eyes were ahead of them, and what he saw there had him shrinking on himself.

“Archer’s coming,” Hunter said. “She’s going to be an asshole but don’t fight her. You’ll lose.”

A woman was striding toward them, tall and armed. Pale chainmail went down to her knees in a skirt, the armor covered by a leather coat that came up to her wrist and bore a hood. Her lower face was covered by a green scarf, but enough of it was left bare for William to see that her skin was dark—almost like a Tiraithe, but more ochre than tan. He had never seen anyone of that look before. At her hips were longknives and on her back an absurd bow, almost as tall as she, hung strapped.

“Tinkles,” she called out. “Look at you—come back with a friend instead of another bad tattoo! That’s what I love to call progress.”

“I’m not his friend,” the Lone Swordsman immediately corrected.

He ignored the other man’s wounded look. The woman guffawed. “Maybe not that much progress, then,” Archer said. “Did you get the heart?”

“That’s between me and the Lady,” Hunter replied.

“So that’s a no, then,” Archer snorted. “I told Beastmaster you’d choke.”

Hunter gritted his teeth, and he looked like he needed to be reminded of the advice he’d earlier given out.

William laid a hand on his arm to stop him, turning to address the other Named after. “I seek audience with the Lady of the Lake,” he said.

“Yeah, yeah,” she dismissed. “You’re expected, Lonely Hand. You can head right on up.”

“Lone Swordsman,” William flatly corrected.

She gave him a look so guileless even a babe would have disbelieved it. “Isn’t that what I said?” Archer asked, batting her eyes.

He ignored her. “I will need you to show me the way,” the Lone Swordsman told Hunter.

Not entirely true—the palace was hard to miss—but the man’s obvious gratefulness at an excuse to leave Archer behind made William feel guilty. He’d mostly asked so that Hunter might get him past any potential queue.

“A new personal low, no doubt,” Archer noted, then swaggered away.

Hunter’s shoulders loosened as she got farther away. “She’s got her teeth out today,” he muttered. “One of the others must have gotten one over her.”

William would admit to having passing little interest in the affairs of the Named assembled in Refuge, so he nudged the man to get moving instead. It was a simpler matter than he had expected to reach the Lady of the Lake. There were no guards, and few gates were closed, though Hunter told him that the western wing was entirely the Ranger’s, and only death awaited those who trespassed.

The audience chamber ended up being no such thing: The Lady of the Lake was on the beach, barefoot and fishing.

Hunter did not follow him all the way, only clapping him on the shoulder and wishing him good luck. William was left to approach alone, taking the sight of the infamous Named who had once been part of the Calamities. She was tall and slender, her skin the color of honey—like the Yan Tei across the sea—but the most striking part was her ears: They were pointed. It was a mark of elven blood, revealing her to be a half-elf. Perhaps the only one on all of Calernia.

She did not bother to turn his way when he approached, sole of his boots sinking into the white sand.

“My lady—” he began.

“No,” the Ranger said.

The Lone Swordsman paused. “I beg your pardon?”

“I know who you are, William Greenbury,” the Lady of the Lake said. “Amadeus sends me letters, and you took your time coming after Summerholm.”

“It is said,” William told her, “that you train heroes and villains alike.”

“If you were just trying to off the Squire, I’d take you on for the challenge alone, since pitting you against Black’s little student sounds good for a laugh,” the Ranger admitted, finally turning to look his way.

Her face was long and sharp, as if cut with a knife, but for all that she was beautiful. Lovely in an inhuman way.

“But I know your kind, Swordsman,” she said. “You want to kill them all, and that makes you more trouble than you’re worth.”

“Afraid I’ll succeed?” William challenged.

The Ranger had been one of them once, for all that she left. She looked him up and down, then softly laughed.

“Amadeus has buried a hundred boys like you,” the Lady of the Lake said. “And before he’s done, he will bury a hundred more. That is who he is, and that is who you are.”

And the utter certainty in that voice gave him pause, had his teeth clenching. Because the Lone Swordsman knew, deep in his bones, that he could kill them all.

But hadn’t all his predecessors thought the same?

The Ranger flicked her fishing rod, attention returning to the lake.

William stayed rooted there in the sand. He had come all this way, and now he knew not what to do.

“But it does not please me,” Ranger idly said, “to do Malicia a favor even in passing. So I will not train you, William, but that does not mean you cannot find training.”

“How?” he desperately asked.

“There is a crossing into Arcadia, not far from here,” she said. “I can tell you the way.”

Arcadia, the realm of the fae. The true and fearsome things, not their lesser wild cousins that dwelled on Creation.

“They will hunt me,” William said, “like an animal.”

“So they will,” the Lady of the Lake said. “And with strength matching Named, when it does not surpass them.”

The very learning he’d come for, then.

And perhaps more of it than he had bargained for; time was said to pass strangely in Arcadia, following not to laws but the whim of its inhabitants. There had to be better ways, he thought. And yet…

“Earn your Name, hero,” the Squire had challenged. “Run and hide and muster your armies in the dark. Make deals you’ll regret until you have nothing left to bargain with. I’ll be waiting for you, on the other side of that battlefield.”

The words were seared into his mind, as fresh as if he’d just heard them.

William ground his teeth, knowing that every time he hesitated, the Squire would begin to pull ahead of him.

“Show me,” the Lone Swordsman said.
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